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This dissertation analyses identity formation through music among contemporary 
Colombian musicians. The work focuses on the emergence of musical fusions in Bogotá, 
which participant musicians and Colombian media have called “nueva música 
Colombiana” (new Colombian music). The term describes the work of bands that 
assimilate and transform North-American music genres such as jazz, rock, and hip-hop, 
and blend them with music historically associated with Afro-Colombian communities 
such as cumbia and currulao, to produce several popular and experimental musical styles. 
In the last decade, these new fusions have begun circulating outside Bogotá, becoming 
the distinctive sound of young Colombia domestically and internationally. The 
dissertation focuses on questions of musical circulation, affect, and taste as a means for 
articulating difference, working on the self, and generating attachments others and 
therefore social bonds and communities 
This dissertation considers musical fusion from an ontological perspective 
influenced by actor-network, non-representational, and assemblage theory. Such theories 
consider a fluid social world, which emerges from the web of associations between 
heterogeneous human and material entities. The dissertation traces the actions, 
interactions, and mediations between places, people, institutions, and recordings that 
enable the emergence of new Colombian music. In considering those associations, it 
	  
places close attention to the affective relationships between people and music. In that 
sense, instead of thinking on relatively fixed and consistent relationships between music, 
place, and identity, built upon discursive or imagined ties, the work considers each of 
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The roots of this project go back to the early 2000s when I was working as a radio 
programmer for a university radio station in Bogotá, Colombia. During those years, I 
experienced the growth of a small musical scene in Bogotá, in which musicians used 
traditional Afro-Colombian musics as a source for music experimentation with rock, jazz, 
and hip-hop. In Colombia, musicians, fans, and the press call the musics performed in 
this scene: “new Colombian music”. As many music genres that emerge from the 
circulation, appropriation, and reinterpretation of sounds, new Colombian music is a 
fruitful site to explore identity formation through music. In this chapter, I will build the 
theoretical framework for a study of the relationship between identity and music. My aim 
is to approach this subject through theories that do not use representation as their primary 
mode of analysis. In this sense, I will focus my analysis of the emergence of new 
Colombian music on ontological and phenomenological questions by considering 
network and affect theories.   
 
The Emergence of a Music Scene 
 
 In 2000, I was in charge of the jazz and world music programing at 91.9 




gave me a self-produced recording by a band named Curupira.1 Juan Sebastián Monsalve 
and Urián Sarmiento, two well-known musicians from the local jazz scene, were the 
leaders of the band. The recording caught most of the programmers’ attention since it was 
difficult to classify in any of the programming slots, which were separated by clearly 
defined global music industry generic definitions: jazz, classical, world music, etc. 
Curupira used traditional drums and gaitas (long cane flutes), instruments Colombians 
associate with Caribbean Afro-Colombian music; however, the tunes that the band 
recorded were quite different from what the programmers at the station considered to be 
“traditional” music for two main reasons. First, the recording included instruments such 
as electric guitar and bass. Second, the musicians played solos and arrangements 
influenced by a contemporary jazz aesthetic. Nonetheless, we did not consider 
Curupira’s music jazz, or even a form of jazz fusion. Therefore, we opted to classify it as 
fusion: music with elements from different genres.  
The people at the radio station team were not the only ones who had a problem 
classifying Curupira’s music, and the band began to use this to their advantage to gain 
visibility and access performance spaces. Just a couple of months after the record release 
they started to participate in jazz festivals, folkloric Colombian music concerts, and even 
shared the stage with rock bands. This attitude generated responses from music purists 
(radio DJs, folklorists, musicians) who thought the band should not be performing in any 
of these events, and questioned the musicians’ skills. Nonetheless, Curupira began 
building a small fan base, which filled the venues in which they performed. Most of their 
followers were middle class college students, artists, and other musicians who lived in 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  




downtown Bogotá. At the time, Monsalve was a music teacher at Universidad Javeriana 
and owned a performance space called Tocata y Fuga, where fellow jazz and classical 
musicians performed on weekends.2 The venue was not very big and the small crowd 
would fill it every time Curupira performed. Many unsatisfied fans had to wait on the 
street to see if they could sneak inside.  
The team at the radio station thought Curupira would be an ephemeral 
phenomenon, like many independent bands in Bogotá that arise and quickly disappear. 
However, within six months more bands with similar characteristics, such as Manguala, 
La Mojarra Eléctrica (The Electric Fish), La Polifónica (The Polyphonic), La Bogotana, 
began to perform in venues across the downtown area of the city. These bands shared the 
stage or alternated different performance venues in a single night. Soon there was an 
audience big enough to fill larger spaces or to have several concerts during the same 
weekend. The national and city government, NGOs, universities, and independent media 
began to support the emerging scene by organizing workshops and festivals that 
displayed their music, and the bands began appearing on radio and television shows.3   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Tocata y Fuga was one of the few venues of its kind in Bogotá in the early 2000s. It 
operated in the first floor of Monsalve’s house in the downtown neighborhood of La 
Merced. At the time, live music was not common in most bars in Bogotá.  
3 At the time, British American Tobacco funded NGO in Colombia called Fundación 
BAT (BAT Foundation). The objective of the foundation was to support different 
manifestations of Colombian Culture. BAT funded concerts and in 2006 created the 
Festival de Nueva Música Colombiana (New Colombian Music Festival). Universidad 
Nacional (National University) created a fusion festival, 2003-2006. University radio 
stations and public radio began to broadcast the self-produced recordings of many of 
these new bands. Throughout the 2000 mainstream media like Revista Semana (Week 
Magazine), El Espectador (The Spectator), El Tiempo (The Time) (recognized 
Colombian news publications) began to acknowledge the work of some of these 




The activities of these new bands generated an interest in local music traditions 
among some middle class young people. At college campuses, music students began to 
play gaitas and traditional drums, and expressed a growing interest in “lo de mi país” 
(what is from my country). At the same time, in downtown bars where students gathered 
to dance to salsa, rock, and funk, DJs began to play recordings of Afro-Colombian music 
and the emerging fusion music bands.  
All of these music ensembles shared several characteristics. First, they were 
borrowing traditional musics from rural areas of the Caribbean and Pacific regions of 
Colombia, often associated by Colombians with blackness, and fusing them with 
elements of jazz, rock, and funk. Second, all of them were mestizo (white mixed) middle 
class musicians from Bogotá, Cali, or Medellín in their mid-twenties. Third, most of them 
grew up or moved to Bogotá to begin their college education or music careers. Finally, 
before engaging with fusion bands, many of them had participated in the local rock and 
jazz scenes.  
In some cases, like La Mojarra Eléctrica, the band began to invite Afro-
Colombian musicians who had migrated from their regions of origin to Bogotá. The 
musicians invited were primarily from the Colombian Pacific region. These musicians 
brought their expertise on traditional music, and other genres like salsa and hip-hop. At 
the same time, paradoxically, they began to learn about the traditional music of their 
region in a new way due to their friendship with the Bogotano musicians.  
Even though they played fusion, the bands differed from each other in terms of 
aesthetics. While Curupira’s members tried to develop complex harmonies associated 




musics, bands like Manguala and La Mojarra Eléctrica looked for more catchy tunes that 
would keep people on the dance floor. In any case, the music was not “commercial” 
enough to make it into the mainstream radio or larger venues. As the number of bands 
began to grow they began to differ from each other as their approaches to traditional 
Afro-Colombian musics became increasingly heterogeneous. Some, like pianist Ricardo 
Gallo and saxophonist Pacho Davila, began to explore avant-garde jazz aesthetics. 
Tumbacatre (Bed Breaker) began to incorporate the sounds of brass bands from Eastern 
Europe. Thus, even though all the musicians in the movement are driven by a desire to 
fuse popular with traditional Afro-Colombian music, aesthetic heterogeneity continues to 
be one of the most important characteristics of the scene. Today some bands like Bomba 
Estéreo (Stereo Bomb) lean towards electronica beats; others like Asdrubal rely heavily 
on free improvisation and experimental music aesthetics. In some cases, musicians 
dropped the Afro-Colombian musical influence but still consider themselves part of the 
scene. Such is the case with the Mejía brothers, who at first led the fusion band: La 
Polifónica, but who eventually focused their attention on their side project, La 33, which 
today is one of the most successful salsa bands in Colombia. Thus this movement has led 
to a transformation not only of fusion musics, but also to recasting other types of musics 
historically performed in bars in Bogotá (such as salsa) and the emergence of an 
experimental avant-garde jazz scene that was not as prevalent before in the city.  
In the early 2000s, those who followed the emerging scene began to classify the 
bands under the generic term of “folkore urbano” (urban folklore) since they represented 
an urban version of traditional and folkloric musics. Like any generic term, the phrase 




replaced by the term nueva música colombiana (new Colombian music); however, this is 
not a new term. Musicians, press, and music festivals have used the term “new 
Colombian music” since the 1960s to name several practices of experimentation with 
traditional music (Ochoa and Botero 2008). In this sense, it denotes a wider spectrum of 
musical manifestations than just the fusion of Afro-Colombian music genres with jazz, 
rock, and funk that emerged in the 2000s. In spite of this, I will use the term new 
Colombian music for the purposes of this dissertation since it is the generic term that the 
performers of these fusions and the general public often use and prefer.  
The sense of newness of the fusions among young journalists and musicians 
participating in the new Colombian scene during the 2000s relates to a sense of discovery 
of traditional musics. The members of the scene during its early years claimed they were 
reinventing Colombian music for the first time while they were doing research and 
discovering several music traditions that remained in obscurity for many decades. During 
those days, it was common to hear claims like: “We are the first ones experimenting with 
traditional music,” or “we are rediscovering many traditional music genres that are 
disappearing and had been forgotten.” Some members of the scene still have this 
impression today. They have been actively disregarding most of the previous processes of 
experimentation and research of traditional musics with this attitude.  
A striking aspect of this position resides in the fact that just a generation earlier 
Colombian musicians had been performing, researching and experimenting with 
traditional musics. Several of these previous bands continued performing by the 1990s in 
the same neighborhoods were the new Colombian music scene emerged. In some cases 




performance and research of traditional musics (as I will show in Chapter 3). However, 
the younger musicians and fans did not recognize their influence and work. The young 
new Colombian musicians were actively separating themselves from previous 
generations and articulating their identity as a unique group. Nonetheless, as I will show 
in the following chapters such perspective develops from the different processes and 
practices through which the young musicians began to appreciate traditional Colombian 
music. 
The research and experiments of previous generations had limited circulation and 
many young people never had exposure to them. This was not the case of fusions 
produced by the music industry throughout the second half of the 20th century. Since the 
1940s, Colombian musicians and record producers have found in traditional music from 
the Caribbean region a rich source to produce several urban popular musics widely 
disseminated in the country. This is the case of música tropical (tropical music), 
vallenato, and salsa. 
When the new Colombian music scene began to emerge in the 2000s, musicians 
and fans criticized these popular musics as bad taste, or too commercial. They 
differentiated their work by recalling its experimental and independent (not aligned with 
the major label music industry) character. In this sense, the new Colombian music scene 
structured itself as a reversed economy (Bourdieu 1993, 1996), which valued cultural 
capital over money. At the same time, with this attitude they were also structuring their 
identity as opposed to commercial music. In the past five years, as new Colombian 
musicians begin to tour worldwide and make a living as professional performers, their 




their creative independence. At the same time, they have been embracing músical 
tropical as a source for experimentation, and have been regarding it as an important 
antecedent.  
It is important to note that due to the long lineage of experimentation with 
traditional music by the music industry not all music fusions with Colombian musics are 
considered new Colombian music. For example, since the 1980s salsa musicians from the 
Caribbean and Pacific regions have been adopting different elements of musics from their 
places of origin. However, Colombians consider these fusions as salsa. However, as 
music genres are blurry, the new Colombian music for one person might be very different 
for another. Musician Juan Sebastían Monslave explains the new Colombian music I am 
discussing in this dissertation as just one gradient a wide spectrum of musics produced in 
Colombia that include traditional sounds.  
By looking at the emergence and consolidation of the new Colombian music 
scene in Bogotá during the early 2000s, in this project I explore identity formation 
through music. I focus my analysis on questions of musical affect and taste as a means 
for articulating difference, working on the self, and generating attachments to others and 
therefore social bonds and communities. I explore the process of consolidation of the new 
Colombian music scene by writing the life histories of some the musicians who 
participate in it, focusing on the way they began to listen and perform several music 
genres like jazz, rock, and balada (ballad) during their childhoods. I look at the ways 
through which they later began to research and perform traditional Afro-Colombian 
musics from the Caribbean and Pacific regions and began performing their own versions 




consider multiple processes that enable the circulation of music into and within Colombia 
such as the music industry, recording exchange, and traveling musicians. Rather than 
looking at music as the representation of a specific pre-existing identity or as a social and 
cultural process, I focus on the types of interactions between people and musical objects 
that lead to the formation of musical styles and personal and collective identities. This 
dissertation then steps away from critical theory and identity politics and approaches the 
formation of musical identities through different aspects of actor-network theory (Latour 
2005), assemblage theory (De Landa 2006), and non-representational theory (Thrift 
2008), by considering the materiality of music and its affective effects on individuals and 
communities.  
 
Music and Identity 
 
A variety of factors tied to national politics, historical developments, and 
economic and media transformations have contributed to the conditions in which new 
Colombian music emerged. All of the musicians participating in the new Colombian 
music scene were born after 1970. The decades since have been marked by foreign 
cultural productions that became popular in Colombia with the growth of urban centers 
and the development of mass media channels that widely disseminated local and foreign 
musics (Ochoa and Botero 2008). The diffusion of mass-mediated music continues to this 
day even though the patterns and modes of distribution have changed. Currently, 
Colombian musics are present more than ever in the “world music” market. Meanwhile 
the Latin American music industry has transformed its modes of production and has 




music market as it was understood until the end of the 20th century (Ochoa 2003a; Ochoa 
and Yúdice 2002; Yúdice 2003). This diversification of the music market coincided in 
Colombia with the proclamation of a new constitution in 1991 that ruptured the state’s 
project of constituting a homogeneous mestizo (white mixed) nation, an idea that elites 
promoted since the late 19th century (Wade 1993). Since then, the government has 
developed several cultural policies to promote multiculturalism (Ochoa 2003b). In 
addition, the escalation of the country’s internal armed conflict has led to the 
displacement of people from rural to urban areas creating new opportunities of exchange 
and contact, especially in the large cities, between peoples coming from different cultural 
groups and regions (CODHES 1999; 2006; Ibáñez 2008; Ruiz 2006). 
New Colombian music is enmeshed within all of these social processes, many of 
which transform profoundly peoples’ modes of relation and perception of themselves; 
therefore, the emergence and development of this music is directly related to a profound 
transformation of urban sensibility and to the redefinition of the relationship between 
music and identity. The globalization of local sounds from around the world has 
redefined what stands for national, local, and global musics. Governmental and cultural 
policies have redefined national and local culture. The internal diaspora has radically 
transformed the demographics of the country. At the same time, all these processes have 
transformed the way people interrelate and perceive themselves through music by 
enabling the emergence of new forms of articulating difference through new forms of 
relation.  
Contemporary ethnomusicological and anthropological theory has focused on the 




turned into local forms of identity and also exploring how local sounds become global 
ones. Some scholars address how the processes of globalization and commodification of 
music weaken or erase the ties between music and place. Veit Erlmann argues that 
modern subjectivities in Africa and the West are determined by the articulation of 
interests, languages, styles and images in what he calls a “global imagination” (Erlmann 
1999:4). For him “music organizes social interaction in ways that are no longer 
determined by the primacy of locally situated practice and collectively maintained 
memory” (Erlmann 1999:6). Within a systemic view of globalization and capitalism, 
Erlmann situates music as a global context that enables new forms of interaction and 
appropriation of the world. Steven Feld (1994; 1996) argues that recording technology 
and circulation separates sounds from their places of production (schizophonia), and 
stimulates renegotiations of identity as people recontextualize these sounds.   
Other authors explore the correlations between modes of belonging, forms of 
identity construction (racial, ethnic, or national), and music. They explore how certain 
communities have adopted music from other cultures turning it into their own music, by 
assimilating styles into their own identities and traditions. Geoffrey Baker (2011), for 
example, looks at the nationalization of hip-hop in Cuba. He argues that the Cuban nation 
shares the same ideological roots with the North American music. David Samuels (2004) 
shows how Apache musicians have used popular music songs to express Apache identity. 
He argues that a multiplicity of cultural practices circulate and are enacted in the 
reservations to index the social tradition of the community or “Apache identity” (Samuels 
2004:7). Lise Waxer (2002) shows how people in the city of Cali, Colombia, adopted 




“cosmopolitanism” to describe the ways in which individual internalize the transnational 
flows of culture generated by globalization. She states that Caleños forged their sense of 
self and group by deliberately adopting transnational sounds in response to national 
realities such as rapid urbanization. 
Some authors have looked at the multiple strategies and processes in which 
popular music genres are imbued with a sense of national, regional, or cultural 
uniqueness. Jocelyne Guilbault (1993) states that zouk is a music genre appreciated in the 
Antilles for its local flavor and as a sign of local identity; however, producers work 
according to French tastes and to the global demand for music from around the world. 
Louise Meintjes (2003) shows how at a recording studio in South Africa several modes of 
mediation of ideas about Zulu sound overlap, interpenetrate, and comment on one another 
enabling the popularization of “Zuluness” through the then emerging world music 
market. Motti Regev (2007) looks at the case of rock in Israel and Argentina, and argues 
that “pop-rock” as a cosmopolitan aesthetic enables musicians to connect local and 
foreign sound while still reasserting ethno-national uniqueness.  
  Other authors describe and explain the transformation of musical traditions and 
the emergence of new ones across borders and between generations of immigrants. 
Helena Simonett (2001) shows how the free movement of music, but not of people across 
the American-Mexico border has transformed banda music and its significance in both 
the north and south. While in the United States the genre connotes Mexican identity, in 
Mexico it contests other forms of national music. Deborah Pacini-Hernández (2009) 




as the intersection of race, class, ethnic, national, gender, and generational identity 
formation.  
Finally, scholars have explored the reinterpretations of national culture through 
foreign music appropriations as a response to national political processes. Thomas Turino 
(2000) explores how cosmopolitan Zimbabweans forged national musical identity during 
decolonization by situating their traditional music in a cosmopolitan context by adopting 
the electric guitar and other popular African music genres. Christopher Dunn (2001) 
shows how musicians in Brazil during the 1970s constituted a counter culture by 
selectively adopting sounds from traditional Brazilian and foreign pop music to contest 
the brutality of the Brazilian dictatorship. 
All of the aforementioned approaches have explored the relationships between 
music and identity primarily through critical cultural theory, semiotic, or linguistic 
analysis, which shapes their emphasis on problems of musical exchange and 
transformation as constituted through the relation between place, culture, and people. I 
propose an alternative theoretical approach for exploring the correlations between music, 
modes of belonging, and identity by considering musical fusion from an ontological and 
phenomenological perspective influenced by actor-network theory (Latour 2005) non-
representational theory (Thrift 2008), and assemblage theory (De Landa 2006). Such 
theories consider a fluid social world, which emerges from a web of associations between 
heterogeneous human and material entities, and questions the object-subject divide of 
Enlightenment rationality.  
The purpose of this dissertation is to explore how identities emerge from the ever-




approach leads us to think about music as a material object. However, as Georgina Born 
states:  
Music has no material essence but a plural and distributed materiality. It 
has multiple and simultaneous forms of existence:  a sonic trace, 
discursive exegesis, notated score, technological prosthesis, social and 
embodied performance – indicate the necessity of conceiving of the 
musical object as a constellation of mediations. Music requires and 
stimulates associations between a diverse range of subjects and objects –
between musicians and instruments, composer and score, listener and 
sound system, music programmer and digital code. (Born 2011:377)   
Since the 1990s, cultural studies and anthropology have shown that identities are 
fluid, multivocal, partial, unstable and fragmentary (Escobar 2008; Grossberg 1996; 
Wade 1997). Music performance and consumption are everyday practices through which 
people forge such fluid identities (DeNora 2000; Finnegan 1989; Frith 1996a; 1996b; 
Mahon 2004; Samuels 2004). As Arturo Escobar points out: “identity is a particular 
articulation of difference” and it is “constructed through everyday practices at many 
levels; […] identities are dialogic relational; […] they involve the drawing of boundaries, 
the selective incorporation of some elements and the concomitant exclusion of others” 
(Escobar 2008:203). By looking at people as music users, which is to say “active 
practitioners of a love for music, weather it involves playing, being part of a group, 
attending a concerts or listening to records or the radio” (Hennion 2001:1), we can see 
how they engage with specific music genres or musical pieces while construct their 
identity. Through music practice and consumption, people articulatine difference by 
choosing particular aesthetics objects and excluding others. However, due to the 
heterogeneous materiality of music, these identifications do not happen exclusively at the 




affect. In the following pages, I will expand on some of the concepts through which one 
can explore the relationship between music’s materiality and collective and individual 
identities by looking at the case of new Colombian music.  
 
Networks, Assemblages, and Circulating Objects 
 
Researching traditional and folkloric music with a view to using it in processes of 
experimentation is not a new phenomenon in Colombia. Fusions of different local genres 
has constituted the majority of the local production of commercial music in the country 
since the consolidation of the music industry during the 1950s (Wade 2000). However, 
the current forms of new Colombian music were only partially connected or unrelated to 
previous forms of fusion in Colombia. This means there is no cause-effect relationship 
among them, no progression from one form of fusion to the other, which one could 
describe in terms of a smooth historical narrative. After conducting fieldwork in 
Colombia, I realized that the new music fusions emerged from a series of nonlinear 
processes. Those processes were not the result of a progressive development, but on the 
contrary coexisted establishing strong mutual interactions or feedback between them (De 
Landa 2000). Such processes can thus be depicted as a complex web in permanent 
transformation.  
I propose the concept of “network” as a means to explain and understand the 
connections between different actors and processes that enable the emergence of new 
Colombian music. In common parlance, the term is a technical metaphor often used to 
refer to the easy and unmediated circulation of information such as the Internet or 




critical tool to think about fragmented and interrupted flows, and to explain social 
organization beyond static notions such as institution and nation state (Latour 1999a). 
According to Arturo Escobar (2008), there are two ways of theorizing networks. The first 
type, following Castells (1996), takes the concept of network and fits it into pre-existing 
social theory. The second (the one I will use in this dissertation) reconstructs social 
theory from the concept of a network. In this sense, the network is understood as the 
webs of associations between heterogeneous organic and inorganic entities. As such, a 
network cannot be represented as connected points or nodes in different spatial locations, 
but as what Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari (1987) call a rhizome, where there are 
multiple and non-hierarchical connections between all sort of entities.4  
Two well-known examples of theories that consider society from a rhizomatic 
perspective are actor-network theory (ANT) and assemblage theory. The first developed 
in Britain and France through the work of sociologists conducting research on science 
and technology such as John Law (1999) and Bruno Latour (2005). The second 
developed from the reading Mexican philosopher Manuel De Landa (2005) does of Gilles 
Deleuze’s ontology, and Delanda’s own development of these ideas into a social theory 
(De Landa 2006).  
ANT and assemblage theory have many points in common, but the two theories 
are not completely commensurable. For the purposes of my work, I want to emphasize 
four points of agreement5. First, both theories displace the concerns of social theory from 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 For more on the definition of networks see Escobar (2008) and Latour (2005).  
5 ANT and assemblage theory cut across the nature culture divide. In fact, this is regarded 
as the most important aspect of the work of Latour (1993), who defines this division as 




epistemological to ontological ones. Second, they propose flat ontologies. De Landa 
explains a flat ontology like this:  
While an ontology based on relations between general types and particular 
instances is hierarchical, each level representing a different ontological 
category (organisms, species, genre), an approach in terms of interacting 
parts and emergent wholes leads to a flat ontology, one made exclusively 
of unique, singular individuals, differing in spatio-temporal scale but not 
on ontological status. (De Landa 2005:58)  
Following this line of thought, De Landa (2006) argues that the properties of a 
whole cannot be reducible to its parts. In a similar way, Latour proposes a principle of 
irreduction whereby no object is inherently reducible or irreducible to any other (Harman 
2009:14). In both cases, all social formations are either actor-networks or assemblages 
with no ranking between micro and macro levels. Thus, for example, an institution -with 
its buildings, archives, computers, and employees- is a network, as is a man riding a 
bicycle on the street. Both networks connect to more complex and simpler networks such 
as a city, a transnational corporation, or the light mechanism of a bike. The interlocking 
of different actors does not trace the same connections however, and does not require the 
same kind of explanation (Latour 2005). In that sense, the notion of context disappears, 
and concepts such as global and local are flattened, and can only be understood as 
traceable connections between different actors. In Nigel Thrift’s words: “Space is no 
longer seen as a nested hierarchy moving from ‘global’ to local.’ This absurd scale-
dependent notion is replaced by the notion that what counts is connectivity and that the 
social is only a tiny set of narrow, standardized connections out of many others” (Thrift 




between multiple entities interconnected with many others rather than emphasizing place 
as a defining constituent of music and music interaction. 
At the same time, this ontological stance offers an alternative to understand the 
concepts of “agency” and “structure” that are always contested and shifting within social 
sciences. In this theory there are no agents making subjective choices and no structure 
influencing them, but a permanent re-articulation of relations between one and the other. 
Agency is distributed among the multiple components of the network. Actors do not work 
individually but constitute the world in concert. Following this perspective, we cannot 
think only of the existence of an autonomous individual or a global network of 
interconnected nodes, but we must rather think of subjects and objects only in their 
relation to other entities.  
Actor-networks and assemblages are precarious; they require the repetition of 
events and processes (De Landa 2006; Latour 2005; Law 1999). For example, in order to 
maintain a network such as a university, students and professors must show up to class on 
a regular basis, and they must exchange information. The network disappears when one 
or several of these processes and events stop. Fourth, both theories reject the idea of a 
substance or essence that defines an entity. For Latour the associations or alliances of and 
entity with other entities define it (Harman 2009; Latour 2005); while De Landa (2006) 
cites Deleuze and defines an assemblage as a whole characterized by relations of 
exteriority. No inherent characteristic defines an entity. For example in the case of new 
Colombian music we cannot talk about a “Colombianess” but rather of the emergence of 




Such a perspective aligns with my ethnographic observations and research in 
Colombia on the emergence and development of new Colombian music. One can explain 
these fusions as the result of networks of relations between people and between people 
and musical objects enmeshed with each other and in constant re-articulation. In this 
dissertation, I use insights from ANT and assemblage theory, since they offer the 
possibility of expanding on the perspectives offered by concepts such as “hybridity” 
(Burke 2009) and “cosmopolitanism” (Breckenridge, Pollock, and Bhabha 2002), which 
focus on cultural critique and descriptive analytical concepts of cultural dispositions6. At 
the same time, both perspectives work under the assumption of a dichotomy between two 
or more distinct cultures, which can be hybrids in themselves. A rhizomatic approach to 
such questions opens the possibility of thinking about multiplicity and the emergence of a 
perspective that enables the scholar to explain what García Canclini calls “processes of 
hybridization” (García Canclini 2005:xxvii). 
Despite their similarities, ANT and assemblage theory have several 
disagreements. For the purpose of this dissertation, it is important to note that while De 
Landa (2006) presents his theory as a model to understand any kind of social formation, 
Latour (1999a) claims that ANT is not a theory, but a method. He calls for an empirical 
approach to ontology through ethnomethodology. According to him, the social scientist 
must trace the associations between actors, which generate the actor-networks and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 In network theory, a hybrid is an actor or a network constituted of human and non-
human entities. In this paragraph I am referring to cultural hybridity (see Bhabha 2004; 




therefore the social world. In this sense, the social scientist is also participating in the 
construction of society and culture (Latour 2005).7  
In taking ANT as a methodology, the social scientist must trace point-to-point 
connections. These connections require work from an agent so they leave a trace that a 
researcher can record empirically by tracing a circulating entity (Latour 2005). Such an 
approach is very useful when doing research on the circulation of culture. Greg Urban 
(2001) explains the movement of culture through a semiotic model. He states that culture 
moves around the world through material objects; but culture itself is immaterial. Culture 
has an inherent propensity for change and the ability to generate self-interpretations that 
define what change is. In some cases a manifestation of culture appears as a novelty since 
it is not the result of a single recognizable cultural element; nevertheless, such expression 
references several and disparate cultural elements. Without any previous referents, this 
manifestation would be incomprehensible and would have a small possibility for 
circulation. In this sense culture is only traceable through some sort of materiality and 
through its meaning in relation to other entities.   
Urban’s model is not far away from ANT, which John Law (1999) describes as 
the “semiotics of materiality” or “relational materiality,” since every entity is produced in 
relations to others. Latour (2005) defines material objects that carry meanings as 
intermediaries and mediators. The first kind transports meaning without any 
transformation, just like a working computer. The second transform the meaning of the 
message they are carrying, such as would a broken computer. Antoine Hennion (1997) 
states that recording studios, venues, recordings, scores, musicians, instruments etc., are 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 This is a perspective Latour shares with the critique to anthropology of the 1980s 




all mediators in the production of music.8 For him the introduction of any particular 
mediator in the production of music will initiate a sequence of changes that will result in 
the production of a very different musical genre. In this sense, music in itself is just a 
network of mediators and mediations constituted historically; for this reason, it is 
indistinguishable from its mediations and mediators, but not reducible to any them. In 
this sense, we see how culture does not exist outside the realm of materiality as a separate 
a priori entity.   
I want to make clear that with the concept of network and its relational approach, 
I do not want to or replace or equate the concept of “scene” which has been very useful in 
popular music scholarship. Will Straw has defined scene as “a cultural space in which a 
range of musical practices coexist, interacting with each other within a variety of 
processes of differentiation, and according to widely varying trajectories of change and 
cross-fertilization” (Straw 1991:373). A network is the broader set of associations that 
enable such cultural formation or the small-scale interactions within it. In that sense, I do 
not want to apply the concept of network to explain or describe connections among 




When we consider the materiality of culture and music it is necessary to consider 
the sensuous capacities of the musical object - sound waves, the texture on a vinyl, a 
colorful album cover and the effect it has in the human body. In other words, we should 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 Feld (1994; 1996) and Meintjes (2003) have shown empirically how these mediations 




consider affect. This is particularly important to my work since the musician and music 
fans I work with describe many of their associations with music terms of affect, as 
sensations impinged by the musical object. With the ontological turn in social sciences 
and critical theory (Escobar 2008; Thrift 2008), some scholars have turned their attention 
towards affect. Affects are a concern for psychology and different branches of philosophy 
such as phenomenology, for this reason affect is a highly contested concept (Thrift 2008), 
which in many cases is used interchangeably with emotion and feeling. 
Patricia Clough (2010) identifies two tendencies in the “affective turn.” On the 
one hand, we find those scholars who have focused on the circuit from affect to emotion 
and therefore subjectivity. Within this perspective, the concern lies in describing how 
emotions occur in everyday life and the way they influence a continual state of becoming 
(Thrift 2008). Others consider affect as a drive that constitutes human motivation and 
identity (Sedgwick 2003).  
On the other, those who have followed the ideas of Deleuze, Guattari, and 
Spinoza, and conceptualize affect as “pre-individual bodily forces augmenting or 
diminishing a body’s capacity to act” (Clough 2010:206). Within this perspective, there is 
no stable clear definition of affect. Melissa Gregg and Gregory Seidgworth try to 
encompass several of these points of view by defining affect as: 
An impingement or extrusion of a momentary or sometimes more 
sustained state of relation as well as the passage (and duration of passage) 
of forces or intensities that pass body to body (human, nonhuman, part 
body, and otherwise), in those resonances that circulate about, between, 
and sometimes stick to bodies and worlds, and in the very passages or 
variations between these intensities and resonances themselves. (Gregg 




In this sense, affect is considered as relational and its investigation focuses on 
encounters and relations, in the observations of daily life, and on experiences that are 
individual and yet collective (Thrift 2008). Therefore, the investigations about affect are 
mostly theoretical and its empirical study within the social sciences remains mostly 
experimental recurring to forms of ficto-criticism (cf. Stewart 2007). However, the study 
of affect offers an insight into one of the multiple ways in which entities establish 
associations and interactions among them. For Manuel De Landa (2011) a capacity needs 
to be exercised, otherwise it will remain only a potential. When a capacity becomes 
actual, it is not a state, but an event that is relational. Therefore, the capacity to affect is 
contingent to the existence of other entities with the capacities to be affected. This relates 
with assemblage theory since the properties of a whole depend of the actual exercise of 
the capacities of its parts. 
Since antiquity, theorists and scholars have recognized the capacity of music to 
affect human beings (Aristotle 2009; Augustine 1908; Plato 2006). Recent scholarship 
has tried to focus on how music affects people, and music’s relationship with feeling and 
emotion (DeNora 2000; Finnegan 1989; Feld 1990; Frith 1996b). Here I want to present 
music capacities to affect as a “force” which enables the articulations of different social 
formations and their continuity. In the following chapters, I will explore different ways of 
understanding the relationship between networks, moving objects, and affects in the 









Taste plays an important role in the articulation of identity. One of the most 
influential academic works for understanding taste is Pierre Bourdieu’s Distinction 
(1984). He argues that the role of taste is the reproduction of social inequality. In this 
sense, we can think of taste as a means of articulating difference. In Bourdieu’s terms: 
Tastes are the practical affirmation of an inevitable difference. It is no 
accident that, when they have to be justified, they are asserted purely 
negatively, by the refusal of other tastes. In matters of taste, more than 
anywhere else, all determinations is negation, and tastes are perhaps first 
and foremost distastes, disgust provoked by horror and visceral intolerance 
(‘sick-making’) of tastes of others. (Bourdieu 1984:56)  
However, Bourdieu as many others sociologists of art place the aesthetic object 
within a web of social forces and determinants (Becker 1982; Bourdieu 1993; 1996). 
Thus, the aesthetic object has no intrinsic value and all its qualities are a social 
construction. Under this perspective, tastes signify or represent social differences. In 
order to break the gap between the work of art (or the aesthetic object) and society, 
Antoine Hennion (1997) proposes the study of mediators. For him musical taste is 
constituted in by the selection of specific mediators. In addition, taste is also a reflexive 
corporeal practice. In other words, taste is a sensuous activity in which the taster gave 
himself/herself to the tasted object, and vise-versa (Hennion 2001; 2007a; 2007b). Taste 
as a practice creates attachments between things and creates worlds (Hennion 2007b; 
Latour 1999b). In this sense, we can see it as another form of constructing individual and 




In this dissertation, I am not concerned with the work of art itself, but with the 
materiality of music; however, we can see that Hennion perspective on taste is closely 
related to affect. The act of tasting actualizes the capacities to affect and to be affected.  
In the act of tasting music, we need to consider its dispersed materiality: sound waves, 
recordings, a score, and instruments. By looking at musical taste, we can connect music 
materiality, affect, and the forging of identities. In other words: “to be affected by 
something is to evaluate that thing. Evaluations are expressed in how bodies turn towards 
things. To give value to a things is to shape what is near us” (Ahmed 2010:31), and I 
would add to shape ourselves.  
 
Research Methodology and Chapter Layout 
 
My involvement with the new Colombia music scene began even before its 
emergence. Between 1996 and 2005, I was working as a radio programmer and as a 
freelance music journalist. During this period, I witnessed the emergence of a local jazz 
scene and its subsequent transformation into new Colombian music. Since then, I 
established relationships with many of the participants of the scene due to our shared 
musical interests. Since the very early days of the scene, the music of these bands 
attracted me. Even when I disagreed with some of their specific aesthetic choices, I was 
sympathetic to the musicians’ efforts to consolidate a music scene, and make their 
projects more visible. For this reason, I began to play their music on my radio shows, and 
go as many of their concerts as possible. During long nights of music, I established an 
affective and emotional relationship with the music of bands like La Mojarra Eléctrica, 




musicians that I got interested and began to learn the music of the Pacific and Caribbean 
regions of Colombia.  
Despite my close involvement with the scene, and may shared experiences with 
many of these musicians, most of the conclusions in this dissertation come from my 
ethnographic observations in Colombia between 2006 and 2010. During these years, I 
accompanied many new Colombian music bands to music festivals, assisted to their 
concerts in Bogotá, and New York, and had long conversations with musicians and fans 
about music and the history of the scene. Most of the information in the following 
chapters comes from long formal interviews I conducted during the summer of 2009. In 
the conversations, I was primarily interested in the life histories and musical interests of 
my interlocutors. In some sections of the three chapters, I complement the descriptions 
and ideas of my interlocutors with my personal experiences and observations during 
fieldwork and personal life in Bogotá.  
Originally, when I interviewed many of the musicians and music fans, I was 
primarily concerned with patterns of music consumption. However, as I began to analyze 
the interviews, I noticed the reoccurrence of comments and descriptions of affective 
attachment to music and very specific musical tastes. Many described the first time they 
heard a gaita or a marimba as an epiphany, a moment when they were deeply moved and 
transformed by the sound of the instrument. In my observations at concerts and music 
festivals, I realized that the interest in Afro-Colombian music seemed primarily triggered 
by pleasure, by the sensuous attachment to the music. However, it was clear that such 




reason I turned my work towards the question of affect and its relationship in the 
articulation of identity. 
This dissertation is organized as a history of the formative years of the new 
Colombian music scene; nonetheless, it is not a historical work. That is another project in 
itself, which requires more rigorous archival work. For this reason I focus just on specific 
bands and individuals and not on the history of the peoples and groups who brought 
important contributions to the scene prior to the moment that I focus on.   
In the following three chapters, I explore the interlocking of several 
heterogeneous networks that enabled the articulation construction of these musicians 
identity as well as that of their followers. In each chapter, I address a different kind of 
materiality and offer an alternative to think about affect. The second chapter addresses 
the large networks that enabled the circulation of rock and jazz in Colombia and the 
processes through which young middle class Bogotanos adopted these music genres in 
the 1980s and 1990s. In this case, I place close attention to circulating objects:  CDs, 
cassette tapes, and publications. At the same time, I explore a series of affective 
relationships with music, and objects.   
The third chapter deals with the networks that enable the performance and 
circulation of traditional music of the Colombian Caribbean region. On the other, it also 
addresses the question of taste as practice as modality of attachment to the world. I 
consider the materiality of music in terms of the multiple human and non-human entities 
that come together for its performance and reproduction.   
The final chapter looks at how identity emerges as the articulation of difference 




in Colombia and the construction of black communities through the deployment of 
multiple heterogeneous networks and how these contributed to the emergence of new 
Colombian music. In addition, I show how new Colombian music also influenced the 
ethnicization of some young Afro-Colombians.  
Through all of these elements I seek to recast the understanding of the formation 
of a music scene, less as a problem that is centered on articulating the global and the local 
as problems of space, and rather focus on the interaction between affect, musical 
processes, and objects and peoples in the formation of networks and assemblages. By 
doing so, I offer a different mode of approach to the understanding of the consolidation of 






Chapter 2: Localizing the Global 
 
 
I Have To Search! 
 
Cali, Colombia. Sunday, August 17, 2008. 
It was the last day of the twelfth version of the Festival de Música del Pacífico 
Petronio Álvarez (Petronio Álvarez Music of the Pacific Festival).9 The festival takes 
place once a year in the city of Cali, the largest urban center near the Pacific coast, one of 
the most marginal regions of the country. Founded in 1996, the “Petronio” promotes the 
traditional music and other cultural productions (such as food) of Afro-Colombian 
communities in the Pacific region. Several music ensembles representing different 
communities from the Pacific hinterland travel (for several days, in many cases) to Cali 
and meet musicians from this city, Bogotá, and Medellín, for four days to compete in four 
different categories. The first three: violines (violins), marimba, and chirimía (traditional 
wind ensembles) promote the folkloric forms of Afro-Colombian music from the Pacific 
region, while the fourth: libre (free) is open to all those ensembles that want to 
experiment with the traditional forms. The festival is a place of encounter for diverse 
communities of musicians and music aficionados who usually do not have the chance to 
meet. For this reason, the festival becomes an intense experience for the visitor, since 
there is always music, alcohol, and interaction between friends and acquaintances. For 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 Petronio Álvarez (1914-1966) was the author of “Mi Buenaventura”; a song recorded 




music and culture researchers the “Petronio” is a rich environment to observe the social 
and cultural interactions and dynamics between musicians of different races and 
ethnicities coming from different regions of Colombia, yet who are all involved with the 
same music.  
Despite the fact that the festival kept growing every year since it was established, 
it remained marginal and obscure to most of Caleños and Colombians in general. 
However, during the last 12 years it has been attracting several mestizo (white mixed) 
Colombians primarily from Bogotá who have a growing interest in music from the region 
and Afro-Colombian culture.10 Many of these festival followers are musicians and 
audience members who participate in the production of new Colombian music. This is the 
case of Lucho Gaitán, the lead guitarist of La Mojarra Eléctrica, one of the most 
emblematic new Colombian music bands from Bogotá. The band blends primarily Afro-
Colombian traditional musics from the Pacific region with jazz and timba. Lucho and 
many of his peers go to the festival to perform at the main stage, and to participate in 
after-hours music jams.  
Since the early years of the festival, the participant-musicians would gather in the 
hotels that hosted them to play throughout the night after their formal performances. One 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 During the days of the festival in 2008, signs announcing the small Cali jazz festival 
covered the city walls, which only had three international guests, while there was no 
advertisement at all for the music of the Pacific festival. Since my first visits to the 
“Petronio,” it was common that taxi drivers who took me to the site of the concerts were 
surprised by the amount of people showing up to the event, or had no idea what was 
going on. Likewise, the reason of my visit to the city always surprised Caleños who 
hosted me in their homes. The marginality of the festival corresponds to the invisibility 
and exclusion that Afro-Colombian communities and their culture, especially those from 






day I arrived at the Hotel Los Reyes (The Kings Hotel) around 8:45 a.m. I could hear, that 
some of the musicians, including Lucho, had continued playing throughout the night. He 
was jamming with some Afro-Colombian musicians from Guapi, a small town on the 
southern Pacific region, hometown of his wife Marlen Obregón, who also performs in La 
Mojarra Eléctrica. The jam ensemble consisted of Lucho’s electric guitar, acoustic 
guitar, marimba, snare drum, and two cununos (traditional cylinder drums). On every 
other song an alto sax player would join, but then leave to participate in another ensemble 
that was jamming down the hall. The musicians greeted me and gave me a beer, and I sat 
down to watch and record their performance.  
Around an hour and a half later, the musicians stopped playing. Lucho and I sat 
by a table with a man named Yevandóla. He was an Afro-Colombia musician who was 
the former bass player for Grupo Saboreo, an orchestra from Chocó (the state on the 
northern Pacific region) that played chirimía (a local brass band music) with salsa 
arrangements. They gained some notoriety at the national level when their song “La 
Vamo’ a Tumbá” (We are Going to Tear it to the Ground) became a hit at Cali's famous 
yearly bullfighting feast, called Feria de Cali.11 Lucho ordered a bottle of aguardiente, 
and began telling me his experiences of the previous night. He said that from all his visits 
to the festival, it was the first time that he had been able to participate actively in all the 
jams with the Afro-Colombian musicians. Lucho argued that he and his peers from 
Bogotá joined the jams because they were interested in playing and learning about 
chirimía, but that Afro-Colombian musicians rejected the Bogotanos. Afro-Colombians 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 The Feria de Cali is a bullfighting festival held annually in the last week of December. 





from the Pacific region y considered Bogotanos played in a different style. In fact, many 
audience members and musicians participating in the festival criticized the music of La 
Mojarra Eléctrica for being “too different.”  
Lucho pointed his finger to Yevandóla and said that he had seen him at several 
festivals taking the electric bass away from musicians who tried to join a jam. The bass 
player replied that he took the instrument away because those musicians were doing 
things wrong, instead of playing chirimía they tried to add jazz lines. Lucho replied to 
him pointing out that he was not interested in playing in a traditional way: “I can’t come 
here and do a photocopy. Not because I am more or less than you, but I have to search, 
because I can’t sound like you! I can’t! That is not the idea!” (Lucho Gaitán, interview by 
author, August 17, 2008). Nonetheless, Lucho said he respected the way Afro-Colombian 
musicians played their music, and he had committed to learn how to play it correctly. He 
identified himself as such: “I am an Afro-Colombian music researcher. That is how I 
denominate myself and I am not lying. I can play a polka, I can play a mazurka, I can 
play a danza, and I study it” (Lucho Gaitán, interview by author, August 17, 2008)12. 
Lucho continued talking to Yevandóla and explained to him, that despite being 
interested in knowing the forms of Afro-Colombian music from the Pacific coast, his 
approach had to be different because he had a different geographical and cultural starting 
point: 
I began playing music in my street. I did not grow up in Quibdó, nor 
listened to bunde, nor cumbia, and even less arrullo. What I listened to on 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 Contemporary chirimías throughout the Pacific coast play a repertoire based on 
European dances of the 19th century (Bermúdez 1986). Today musicians and folklorist 
still use the European names despite these dances have suffered transformation due to the 




my street was rock. I learned how to play looking at others. For us a drum 
set was a crazy thing! And a guitar was crazy! And the amplifier and the 
electric guitar were crazy! […] So, I learned how to play music through 
rock. (Lucho Gaitán, interview by author, August 17, 2008)13  
As many other Latin American children growing up in urban centers in the 1980s, Lucho, 
who at the moment of this conversation was in his late twenties, grew up listening to rock 
and felt the music to be his own. He became a musician through playing rock music and 
began to identify himself as a rocker. When he moved to Cuba in the late 1990s to pursue 
a music education, his Cuban classmates would ask him to play Colombian or other 
forms of Latin American popular and traditional music. Since he was incapable of doing 
so, they would call him an American. Lucho explained to Yevandóla:  
For the Cubans I was an American! They would tell me:  “Hey but you are 
an American, boy!” I would answer: No, I am Colombian! That is where 
my crisis began. […] After three years in Cuba, I came in search for my 
thing, which is not properly mine, because I am from Bogotá. (Lucho 
Gaitán, interview by author, August 17, 2008) 
The conversation continued and Yevandóla told his own story to Lucho. Between drinks, 
both musicians continued discussing the proper ways of music from the Pacific region of 
Colombia. 
Lucho’s presence in the festival, and his conversation with Yevandóla deal with 
the issues and questions developed in the rest of this dissertation. First, the interaction 
between the two musicians raises several questions regarding the relationship between 
music, place, and identity. There is a tension between the two musicians with regards to 
the “proper” way of playing traditional Afro-Colombian music. Second, we hear how the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  




young Lucho identified with rock, which he understood as a foreign or non-Colombian 
music genre. Later in his life he felt the drive to search for  “lo mío” (my thing) and 
turned towards Colombian music genres. However, he became interested in traditional 
Afro-Colombian music, which in a strict sense is not properly his, as he acknowledges.14 
Therefore, he defines himself as a music researcher interested in learning about these 
music genres and traditions in order to create his own sound. In this sense, we see how 
music and its relation to the construction of identity is embedded in musical practices, 
questions of taste, and the movement of music between different geographical locations. 
The following chapters will address these issues focusing on these different aspects; at 
the same time, they will explore in detail the different processes through which Lucho 
and his peers became rock musicians and later Afro-Colombian music researchers in their 
path to create their own music style.  
In this chapter, I will address the moment of Lucho’s life when he and his peers 
primarily listened to rock as a way to understand how different music circulates and is 
localized outside its original site of production. As previously stated, culture’s movement 
between geographical locations is only possible through material things (Urban 2001). At 
the same time, music is a form of culture that is inseparable from its materiality, but 
reducible to it. Moreover, the materiality of music is dispersed through multiple entities 
that constitute a network (Born 2011; Hennion 1997). Simultaneously, these networks 
enable the circulation of music. In this chapter, I will look at different material entities 
that enable the circulation and appropriation of music. Since the first half of this chapter 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 Afro-Colombian traditional musics are rather obscure within Colombia despite the fact 
that they have been the source for many popular music genres. I further explain in the 




deals with rock, a highly mediated musical genre, I will focus my analysis on 
commodities (primarily recordings), and the networks that enable their circulation. In this 
sense, I will not consider a “flow” of culture from one place to another, but trace 
connections through particular things. At the same time, this chapter will deal with 
everyday practices that create connections between humans and commodities. In 
addition, I will focus primarily on affect as a mode of relation to things. In the second 
half of the chapter, I will consider a different kind of materiality: live performances. I 
will focus on their affective force and the impact they have on music consumers and 
practitioners. In general, throughout the chapter I will consider how everyday practices, 
affects, and networks constitute musical taste as a means of articulating difference and 
therefore identity. 
The chapter has six sections. The first addresses the circulation and reception of 
rock in Colombia throughout the second half of the 20th century through the 
development of the music industry and economic policies that determined its production. 
The second section deals with the ways in which young Bogotanos became rock 
consumers during the 1980s and 1990s through their affective associations with other 
people and recordings. The fourth section looks at the role networks of mediators and 
mediations play in the diffusion of musical genres. The fifth section looks at the 
emergence of a local music scene in Bogotá during the late 1980s and early 1990s. The 
final section shows how the musical taste of these same young musicians began to change 
as they established relations with other individuals and musical objects. It also addresses 





From Rock ‘n’ Roll to “Rock en Español”: Rock Circulation in Colombia 
 
The origins of the current new Colombian music scene go back to the 1990s rock 
movement in Bogotá; therefore, it is important to consider the history of rock and its 
reception in Colombia. In this section, I will look at that history by considering the 
associations of large entities such as the North American, European and Colombian 
music industries, mass media channels, governments, and cohorts of musicians. Each of 
these entities works as networks, which throughout the second half of the 20th century 
connected with each other in different ways. These connections enabled the emergence of 
different localized networks structured around rock performance and consumption. Each 
of these local emerging networks of rock in Colombia disappeared or weakened as the 
relations between their components changed. Thus, we can talk about six periods in the 
history of rock in Colombia, which are characterized by the emergence of small local 
scenes. In the following pages, I describe the characteristics of each of these emerging 
scenes (contained within larger networks) and the causes of their disarticulation. I pay 
close attention to the processes and associations that occurred in the last two decades of 
the 20th century, when the future new Colombian music performers were growing up. 
As Lucho explained to Yevandóla in their conversation at the “Petronio,” rock 
was his point of entrance into music just as it was for many other children in Latin 
America from his generation. Since the late 1960s, young people from all social strata 
growing up in urban centers throughout the region adopted North American music 
genres. In the specific case of Bogotá the favorite musical genres among Bogotanos 
between the ages of 14 and 24 were salsa, rock in English and in Spanish (Silva 2003). 




different from the experiences of countries such as Mexico, Chile, Argentina, and Brazil. 
However, several similar processes of rock reception and performance are traceable 
across Latin America.   
According to Deborah Pacini, Eric Zolov, and Hector Fernandez-L’Hoste (2004), 
despite the popularity of rock among some sectors of Latin American youth, the genre 
had a contested status in the region from the early 1960s until the 1990s. On one hand, 
for the right-wing conservative circles, rock signified the breakdown of the traditional 
values; on the other, for the left, the genre represented a cultural expression of the United 
States' military and economic interventions in the region. These tensions changed in the 
1990s, when nation-states began to recognize rock as a legitimate form of art and popular 
music incorporating it within the national discourse as a sign of modernity and 
cosmopolitanism. During this same period, the Latin American music industry had been 
attempting to break Latin rock into the North American music market. Because of all 
these interconnected processes, today there are several nationally identifiable rock scenes 
in Latin America. 
These authors also state that the reception of rock in the region was possible 
because it arrived in the late 1950s, a time when urban centers were growing due to 
economic development policies that favored industrialization. Since the 1940s, 
governments in several Latin American countries wanted to break the dependency on 
foreign imports by stimulating industrialization and the production of locally 
manufactured goods, and by protecting local industries and promoting consumption. Such 
policies led to the growth of cities as people moved from the countryside to urban centers 




rural areas intensified the migration to urban centers, and especially to Bogotá (Safford 
and Palacios 2002). This flow of people from rural to urban centers continues today, and 
it has become an important process for the emergence and consolidation of the new 
Colombian music scene (as I will explain in chapters 3 and 4).  
One of the economic sectors that developed from the import substitution policies 
applied by Latin American governments was the recording industry (Wade 2000). The 
substitution implied producing local music genres popular in urban centers in the United 
States and Europe. This was the case of rock ‘n’ roll hits, which local artists all over 
Latin America began to be perform and record (Fernandez-L’Hoeste, Pacini Hernandez, 
and Zolov 2004). During my fieldwork, I spoke about the development of the Colombian 
music industry with Humberto Moreno, the founder and owner of Discos MTM, the 
largest independent record label in Colombia. He began working in the music industry in 
the early 1960s first as a radio DJ and later as a producer and manager for several 
Colombian record companies before he started his own. According to Moreno (interview 
by author, July 22, 2009) during the 1920s and 1930s, all the records in Colombia were 
imported from Buenos Aires, Havana, Mexico, and New York. With the prohibition of 
importation of recordings and reproduction equipment in the 1940s, local record labels 
were forced to locally produce popular music from around the globe. This means that 
Colombian artists had to record in local studios the foreign music that the labels wanted 
to distribute in the country. Colombian musicians and record producers aligned with 
every international new trend. In the 1930s to the 1950s, they recorded boleros, Cuban 
music, and mambos. In the 1960s, they began recording rock ‘n’ roll, and later balada 




Original foreign recordings did reach Colombia through licensing. Local record 
labels would buy the reproduction rights from major international companies and print 
the albums locally. According to Moreno (interview by author, July 22, 2009), licensing 
was not a good deal, since sales of foreign genres such as rock were very low and would 
not cover the costs of production. Most of the local consumption was of local genres. the 
For example, in the late 1960s the Beatles would sell 500 copies at the most in Colombia; 
on the other hand, a local balada or música tropical (tropical music) performer like Oscar 
Golden or Los Corraleros de Majagual would sell 300,000 copies.15 In addition, Moreno 
explained that in Colombia the music market used to function according to the seasons of 
the year. The highest sales of música tropical were in December for multiple parties and 
celebrations at this time of the year. In fact, for many Colombians this genre is also 
known as “música de diciembre” (December music). Despite the popularity of música 
tropical, rock scenes still developed in Colombia. 
There is no comprehensive written account of the history of rock in the Colombia, 
only scattered initiatives to document and explain the production and development of the 
genre in cities like Bogotá and Medellín. In 2007, the Museo Nacional de Colombia (The 
National Museum of Colombia) organized an exhibit called Nación Rock (Rock Nation), 
which explored the presence of rock in Colombia through different objects. The exhibit 
included a catalog in which the authors identify six periods in the history of rock in 
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the Caribbean region of Colombia. They recorded several hits during the 1960s and 
1970s, and many of its members such as Alfredo Gutierrez and Lizandro Meza became 




Colombia (Arias and Vargas 2006).16 We could consider each of these moments as the 
consolidation of localized networks that disappeared or transformed as they lost their 
association with some of their key actors, especially the record industry.   
The first period is the 1950s when Colombians received rock through cinema, and 
through recordings that reached the Caribbean cities like Barranquilla and Cartagena, 
which historically had been the port of entry for many forms of foreign music during the 
first half of the 20th century (Arias and Vargas 2006; Wade 2000; Waxer 2002). During 
those years, several bands mimicked the sound of the North American artists. Even their 
names showed the influence of this music, for example Los Golden Boys, Los Black 
Stars, Los Teenagers. In the following few years, most of these bands disappeared or 
changed their repertoire according to market trends.   
Humberto Moreno (interview by author, July 22, 2009) remembers he began his 
career as a radio DJ in the 1960s playing rock ‘n’ roll records by a few Colombian bands 
in youth radio stations (Radio Armonía in Medellín and Radio Caldas in Manizales). 
Later in the same decade he became a promoter and producer of these bands for the label 
Codiscos. During these years, the música tropical market absorbed the emerging rock ‘n’ 
roll bands:  
Although they wanted to play jazz and rock ‘n’ roll, at that time in house 
parties, if people were dancing, they would not play more than two or 
three songs of rock ‘n’ roll. Then they had to combine it with música 
tropical of the time, so that the party would be fun for everybody. That 
combination of rock ‘n’ roll and música tropical led to the emergence of 
what today is known as chucu chucu, that was known as raspa before. 
That is the generic term people used for the music played by bands of the 
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interior who were influenced by the tropical rhythms from the coast. 
(Humberto Moreno, interview by author, July 22, 2009) 
In this period, then local music genres overpowered the popularity of the first rock 
‘n’ roll bands in Colombia. The late 1960s and early 1970s mark a second period for rock 
in Colombia, one that is characterized by cover versions in English of North American 
hits, or of their translated and revised Mexican versions (Arias and Vargas 2006). During 
this period a television show called el Club del Clan, Colombia’s equivalent of American 
Bandstand, featured local rock groups like Los Flippers. However, at the same time that 
mass media promoted rock to Colombian youth, the music was also provoking outrage 
within the traditional society of Bogotá (Fernandez-L’Hoeste, Pacini Hernandez, and 
Zolov 2004). Rock lost its strength again as many of these artists transformed their 
careers with the market trends and became balada singers. A small independent scene 
continued looking at the transformations of rock in the United States and Europe, and 
giving rise to a third period where musicians began emulating bands from the British 
invasion like The Rolling Stones, The Animals, and The Beatles (Humberto Moreno, 
interview by author, July 22, 2009). Some bands, like Los Speakers, began experimenting 
with psychedelia and others like Columna de Fuego, with traditional Colombian music. 
Due to the fact that they tried to work independently and were not supported by the 
mainstream music industry, several of these musicians had to change genres or quit music 
altogether to survive: some emigrated to Europe and North America, others switched to 
performing salsa and música tropical, and changed careers altogether (Arias and Vargas 
2006).  
The work of these musicians, which only a few Colombians acknowledged in 




reemerge today with exhibits like Nación Rock and the work of journalists and musicians 
affiliated with new Colombian music who have been tracing objects and people that were 
part of its earlier iterations. This is the case with Mario Galeano, leader of Frente 
Cumbiero, who has been contacting musicians and tracing their recordings in private 
collections to reissue them on his label Salga el Sol (Sun Come Out) and for Munster 
Records in Spain. The reappearance of these recordings has been important for the 
musicians of new Colombian music. As these young musicians acknowledge previous 
experiments with traditional Colombian music and put into circulation recordings 
previously forgotten by the general public, their network changes and is rearticulated. In 
this sense, we cannot trace a simple chronological development of one form of fusion to 
another, but a continuous feedback between one and the other. A revision of the historical 
record then, is one of the means through which networks and their function can be 
redefined and transformed producing a nonlinear history. Present and past events 
continually influence each other each other and actors retrace networks by bringing new 
elements and excluding others.  
Import substitution played a key role in the changing networks of rock music in 
Colombia. It not only affected the licensing of records but the flow of technological 
objects necessary to play rock music. Mario Galeano (interview by author, July 22, 2009) 
says that through his investigations he found that the first generations of rock musicians 
in Colombia did not have access to instruments and amplifiers made in the United States. 
Most of them had to use locally produced electric guitars and sound systems that did not 
have the quality standards of foreign ones. These locally produced instruments were 




difficult to find in the local market. Instruments made in the United States were 
accessible only to members of the upper classes that had the chance to travel or to afford 
the high costs of imported items. However, contraband and informal production and 
trading still enabled the circulation of recordings, and Colombians were able to access the 
latest trends of North American and British rock.  
In the early 1980s, youth in marginalized neighborhoods of Colombian cities like 
Bogotá and Medellín began to gain access to these imported recordings and begin to 
embrace rock as their own (Arias and Vargas 2006). Unlike in the United States, where 
rock emerged as an expression of the working class, in Latin America it was initially 
embraced by the upper and middle classes in the 1950s, only in the mid and late 1960s 
did the working classes begin to claim rock as their own (Fernandez-L’Hoeste, Pacini 
Hernandez, and Zolov 2004). By the 1980s, metal and punk became the most popular 
genres among the youth in the marginal zones of the Bogotá and Medellín and for some 
middle class teenagers who wanted to express their discontent with society (Arias and 
Vargas 2006; Ochoa and Botero 2008; Fernandez-L’Hoeste, Pacini Hernandez, and 
Zolov 2004).17   
Arias and Vargas (2006) identify a fifth period in the history of Colombian rock 
that emerged by the mid-1980s. On one hand, it was characterized by the emergence of 
local metal and punk bands, and on the other, by the popularization of “rock en español.” 
During these years, recordings of several Argentinian, Mexican, and Spanish rock 
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musicians began to have a heavy rotation on local radio. Names such as Charlie Garcia, 
Soda Stereo, Hombres G (G Men), and Toreros Muertos (Dead Bullfighters) became 
extremely popular among teenagers of all social strata. Soon local bands interpreting their 
own songs in Spanish began to emerge. Examples include of Compañia Ilimitada 
(Unlimited Company), Ekhymosis, and Kraken among others. Promoters began to 
organize concerts of local bands and larger events with other Latin American musicians. 
Unfortunately, these years were marked by increasing violence in the cities marked these 
years as the government declared war on the drug lords, who then fought back with 
terrorist acts such as bombs in shopping malls and public spaces (Palacios 2006). 
Audiences scared by the terrorism stopped going to concerts and with time the record 
industry and radio ceased supporting local bands. Ultimately the scene disappeared in the 
late 1980s and Colombians remember the explosion of “rock en español” as just another 
passing fad. 
The mid-1990s marked a new beginning for Colombian rock, and as such, the 
consolidation of larger and more robust networks. Musicians from the 1980s continued 
working without the support of the recording industry and mass media, but were able to 
create an audience through performances in small venues in several Colombian cities. By 
the mid-1990s, several bands were playing around Bogotá almost every week, and 
teenagers and college students were forming new bands and looking for new spaces to 
perform. Unlike in previous periods, the 1990s rock scene was strikingly heterogeneous 
stylistically. Those rock styles that were popular in the United States at the time 
continued to influence the Colombian bands (Arias and Vargas 2006); however, many 




District) began to develop their own sound. According to Humberto Moreno (interview 
by author, July 22, 2009), it was at time that he began to hear a local sound that had the 
potential to become highly distinctive, as had happened in other Latin American 
countries. For this reason he decided to release the music of several of these groups on 
his label MTM in conjunction with Hormiga Loca (Crazy Ant), a small record label 
owned by music fans. At the time, the Colombian rock scene seemed to consolidate, as 
had happened in Mexico, Argentina, and Brazil decades before. 
The small local scene was interesting not only for independent local labels like 
MTM, but also increasingly for the Latin subsidiaries of the major international record 
labels, which began to look into Colombian acts just as they had been doing in other 
Spanish speaking countries. As the Latin American entertainment industry concentrated 
in Miami (see Yúdice 2003), industry executives created the name of “Latin alternative 
rock” as a generic category in order to commercialize Latin American bands throughout 
the Americas (see Lechner 2006; Rother 2000).18 Colombian rock musicians such as 
Aterciopelados (Velveties) aquiredt recording and distribution deals with BMG, and 
Bloque signed with David Byrne’s Luaka Bop, which at the time was distributed by 
Warner (see Fernandez-L’Hoeste 2004). In 1993 MTV launched its subsidiary MTV 
Latino based in Miami, which organized its programming from a pan-Latin perspective; 
however, the main purpose of the television network was to address Latin American 
youth as consumers of North American products and culture (Hanke 1998). MTV Latino 
used several strategies to create a local feel for its viewers. The channel based its 
programing on Latin American rock including renowned and lesser-known musicians, 
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who were only popular in particular countries. At the same time, it kept track of local 
radio charts, produced special shows on the different local scenes and on the history of 
rock in particular Latin American countries. Through this element of the programming, 
viewers and musicians in Colombia connected with other scenes in the region. As the 
Colombian rock scene grew, it gained stronger allies that enabled a wider circulation of 
the music produced in Bogotá and Medellín, and generated a stronger interest of young 
musicians to form bands. This solidified the scene in a way that had been unprecedented 
in the previous periods described above.  
In the 1990s rock fans in Colombia had a wider access to the music produced in 
other parts of the world. MTV not only promoted Latin American rock, but also had 
programs dedicated to North American and British rock, as well as pop artists from all 
over the Americas. At the same time, import substitution policies ended in the early 
1990s and the Colombian government “opened” the economy through neo-liberal policies 
enabling the importation of all kinds of goods (Palacios 2006). Access to rock recordings 
from Latin and North American bands became easier; however, they continued to be 
expensive. With the wider access to music, many teenagers at the time felt motivated to 
participate in the pan-Latin scene, both as music consumers and performers. 
State and private cultural policy in Colombia helped the consolidation of the rock 
scene in the mid-1990s. Several rock musicians, promoters, and radio programmers 
joined forces to create a rock festival in different parks of Bogotá (Angel Perea, e-mail to 
the author, June 24, 2009).19 They received the support of the city government that 
wanted to promote leisure activities that did not involve alcohol in public spaces (Mockus 
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2001). The joint forces of rock fans and government institutions led to the creation of 
Rock al Parque (Rock at the Park) in 1995. More than one hundred bands auditioned to 
perform in the festival (Mockus 2001), and a few were selected to perform alongside 
bands from Spain and Mexico in front of 80,000 spectators (Arias and Vargas 2006). The 
festival became the largest government-sponsored rock festival in Latin America. In 
2011, the festival had its seventeenth version with 336,000 spectators 
(www.rockalparque.gov.co). However, many of the bands that participated in the first 
versions of the festival disappeared within a few years.  
Humberto Moreno (interview by author, July 22, 2009) attributes the 
disappearance of this scene to the instability of the groups. He thinks that many of these 
musicians were still too young and did not consider music as a career. For example, most 
of the members of the hardcore band Ultrageno, which reached a sort of cult status in 
Bogotá, stopped their musical activities when they graduated from college and traveled 
abroad to pursue masters degrees in non-music related disciplines. Others continued their 
music careers but switched their musical interests towards other genres, and began to 
establish new associations with different networks. Nevertheless, what is important about 
this particular moment is that despite the disappearance of the bands, the consumption, 
production, and circulation of rock music did not disappear, as it had in previous periods. 
Instead it was consolidated into the music market and recordings continued to be 
available in shops.  
Among those young rockers of the mid-1990s who pursued music careers, we 
find most of the new Colombian music performers. Most of them grew up during the 




the 1990s with the expansion of the Latin rock market. In the following section, I will 
explore the ways in which some of these young men engaged with rock during their 
childhood.  
The development of rock music in Colombia was a fragmented process, due to the 
impossibility of consolidating solid networks of interaction and exchange in the midst of 
market policies, governmental decisions, flimsy economic support for musicians and 
competing music genres. This means that the networks of rock production and 
distribution took many decades to coalesce. It is only with the transformation of policies 
and modes of circulation that they became more solid in the 1990s. As Bruno Latour 
(2005) points out, the stronger associations a social entity has, the stronger and more 
durable it becomes. At the same time, as Manuel De Landa (2006) writes, the continuity 
of interpersonal networks requires the overlap of successive generations and the 
transmission of semantic information across generations. In the case of rock in Colombia, 
this was only possible until the 1990s when local rock musicians received institutional 
support from the entertainment industry and local government. Today, despite the fact 
that many of the 1990s bands disappeared, the continuation of festivals such as Rock al 
Parque, the interest of local and international media, enables the circulation of music and 
the transmission of information from one generation to another.  
 
Collecting Records: Circulation, Aesthetics, and Affect 
 
In the following two sections, I will focus more closely on specific actors in the 
network, in order to consider how particular individuals in Bogotá began to listen to 




musical appropriation. Tia DeNora (2000) states that music appropriation should be 
studied in situ. Such research has been carried out by ethnomusicologists and 
anthropologists who have empirically explored questions of music mediation and 
appropriation by looking, for example, at multiple interactions while sitting with 
musicians and producers in a recording studio in South Africa (Meintjes 2003), or at the 
practices of hyper-attentive listening in Japan through close observation (Novak 2007). 
Unlike these previous works, my data does not come from direct observation, but from 
interviews with different musicians about their musical interests, and the ways in which 
they were shaped. These interviews showed shared practices that are common in Bogotá 
and that constitute social bonds. In this section, I follow the work of Tia DeNora (2000), 
who highlights the close relationship between music appropriations and affect. I will 
consider those practices and bonds in terms of musical affect. Let us recall that music is 
inseparable from its materiality, but irreducible to it (Hennion 1997, Born 2011), hence 
music is inseparable from those material objects that enable its exchange. In this section, 
I will consider musical affect in two ways: first, through the affective value recordings 
acquire in their circulation among friends; second, through the investigation of the 
affective capacities of aesthetic objects. Through my exploration of affect, I will be 
introducing some of the key actors in the development of new Colombian music scene, 
some information about their background, and discussion about their musical preferences.  
A good example of the way in which young Bogotanos engaged with rock during 
the 1980s and early 1990s is that of Juan Sebastián Monsalve and Urián Sarmiento. 
These two musicians particularly relevant for this dissertation since today journalists, 




figures in its development in the early 2000s. In several formal and informal interviews, 
my interlocutors mentioned Curupira, a band led by Monsalve and Sarmiento, as a highly 
influential music ensemble among their peers, and the release of their first self-produced 
album Palante Patra (2000) as a starting point for the development of the new 
Colombian music scene. Since then, both musicians have focused their careers on 
experimentation with Colombian traditional musics. Today, Juan Sebastián is a 
professional composer, arranger, and bass player, and Urián is a percussionist and a non-
academic researcher who has recorded many traditional Colombian musicians in remote 
rural areas.   
Urián and Juan Sebastián have similar life stories. They were both born in Bogotá 
in the mid-1970s in middle class neighborhoods within families working in the arts. 
Urián grew up in Germanía, a highly populated neighborhood in the downtown area of 
the city with large office buildings, shops, and some residences. Juan Sebastián was a few 
years older than Urián and grew up a few blocks away in La Macarena, a neighborhood 
traditionally known for being the home of artists and intellectuals. Urián’s mother was a 
photographer and signed him up to take music lessons in the music school of the 
Orquesta Sinfónica Juvenil (Youth Symphonic Orchestra).20 Juan Sebastián attended the 
same music school where he began to play the violin when he was 5 years old, and later 
switched to the cello and bass. At the same time, he began to get involved in the artistic 
projects of his mother and father, a singer and theater director respectively.  
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foundation, created in 1978 by a violinist and orchestra director, which promoted 
Western classical music performance. This was one of the few institutions where children 




Like many children of their generation who lived in these neighborhoods, Juan 
Sebastián and Urián began to listen to rock principally through the few recordings 
available in Bogotá. Urián remembers that his parents would listen to The Beatles and 
Pink Floyd at home when he was a child. Later, when he was 12 years old, he began to 
collect cassettes and LPs. Most of his collection was comprised of tapes he copied from 
friends who either owned the original recording, had copied recordings form another 
friend, or recorded the music from the radio. From my own experience, I know this was a 
common practice among children in Bogotá interested in music.21 
Back in the 1980s and early 1990s, despite copying most of the music from 
friends, Urián also bought some of the few rock albums accessible at the local stores. He 
says: “At that time, I bought records of Destruction, of Death, of Slayer. I had several 
records. I was really into it” (Urián Sarmiento, interview by author, July 9, 2009). Such 
was also the experience of Pedro Ojeda, who later became one of the most active 
drummers in the new Colombian music scene. He remembers his desire to get original 
rock recordings. He told me: “At that time vinyl circulated, so we bought many records. 
Primarily rock. Rock in English: King Crimson, Yes, that whole movement” (Pedro 
Ojeda, interview by author, August 10, 2009). 
In her book about salsa in Cali, Colombia, Lise Waxer (2002) states that 
collecting records emerged as a practice of commodity fetishism among Cali’s working 
classes. Due to their high prices, records were a valued commodity and markers of social 
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prestige and symbolic capital. The same practice still occurs among certain sectors in 
Bogotá. With less notoriety that in the Caleño case, Bogotá also has collectors, many of 
who come from the working class. Throughout my work as a radio programmer and 
during my fieldwork, I had the chance to meet several of these men and women who 
collect salsa, jazz, música tropical, and rock records. 
However, Urián and Pedro had a different approach to recordings and copies than 
did the music collectors. They described an affective relation to the object, rather than a 
symbolic value derived from the rarity of the recording, performers, and difficulty of 
accessing it. Both musicians described the fact of owning the original records as 
“bacano” (fun, good, happy) (Pedro Ojeda, interview by author, August 10, 2009 and 
Urián Sarmiento, interview by author, July 9, 2009). Urián emphasized that he liked 
having the original recording so that he could look at the cover art, and in some cases, at 
the printed lyrics, even though he did not understand them. Many of my interlocutors in 
Colombia also recall an affective relationship with cassette copies. In fact, in 2009 many 
of them still kept these tapes in their record collections, despite the fact that they did not 
listen to the music on them. 
Instead of adopting a Marxist perspective and analyzing recordings exclusively as 
commodities that contain economic and symbolic value, we can turn to psychology and 
phenomenology to understand the attraction to objects in terms of sensations, emotion, 
and their affective purchase. Eve Sedgwick states: “affects can be, and are attached to 
things, people, ideas, sensations, relations, activities, ambitions, institutions, and any 
other number of other things, including other affects” (Sedgwick 2003:19). Following 




bad, according to the affects people ascribe to them. However, affect does not emanate 
from the object itself, it is a disposition towards the object. The experience of an object as 
being affective or sensational is not directed only to the object, but to all the other things 
around it, which includes the conditions of its arrival. Thus, objects acquire affective 
value as people share them. It is not affect what passes around with objects, “to share 
those objects mean you would share an orientation towards those objects as being good” 
(Ahmed 2010:37). 
Juan Sebastián (interview by author, July 28, 2009) states that Lavinia Fiori, who 
was the girlfriend of his father at the time when he was a kid during the 1980s, introduced 
him to rock culture by giving him copies of classic and progressive rock records of bands 
such as The Who and Pink Floyd.22 Coming from Lavinia, Juan Sebastián perceived the 
tapes as “good” objects (imbued with positive affect). He would make copies of the tapes 
and distribute them among his friends who in themselves would understand them as 
“good.”  
Since the 1990s, the circulating recordings began to include the music performed 
by the young Bogotanos. For example, Juan David Castaño (interview by author, June 
16, 2009), who now is the leader of the new Colombia music band La Revuelta, told me 
he would create mix tapes and record his one man punk band with his home stereo, and 
then give copies to anyone who was interested in getting them. Giving recordings away 
continues to be a common practice among new Colombian music performers today. As 
Jacobo Vélez, leader of La Mojarra Eléctrica points out it is “bacano” (fun, good, happy) 
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giving your recording (the physical object) to a friend (Ochoa and Botero 2008:39). 
Moreover, it is also “bacano” to receive a recording from a friend, even if it is not their 
music. Many of my interlocutors could trace the persons who gave them specific tapes or 
original recordings at specific moments of their lives. 
The circulation of recordings understood as “good objects” leads into a group 
formation. As Sarah Ahmed states: 
The circulation of objects is thus the circulation of goods. Objects are 
sticky because they are already attributed as being good or bad, as being 
the cause of happiness or unhappiness.  This is why the social bond is 
always rather sensational. Groups cohere around a shared orientation 
toward some things as being good, treating some things and not others as 
the cause of delight. (Ahmed 2010:35)   
As groups cohere towards the same objects, in this case rock recordings, we can 
also see how musical taste is constituted collectively as Hennion (2007a, 2007b) has 
pointed out.  Taste or our “manifested preferences” (Bourdieu 1984:56) towards specific 
objects articulates difference and therefore identities.   
As preferences change, the affective value of cassettes and recordings also 
disappears. For example, Juan David Castaño told me how he slowly built up a collection 
of tapes and albums of punk, hardcore, and metal but he does not have them anymore. 
Talking about a moment in which he wanted to make a drastic change in his life he says:  
“There was a moment in life I burnt everything, absolutely everything” (Juan David 
Castaño, interview by author, June 16, 2009). Life changes come with detachments and 
new attachments to different objects. 
Besides the practices of circulation described above, one of the means through 




want to consider two examples. First, I examine the role aesthetics play in the marketing 
of commodities as a means to imbue an object with positive affect. Second, I will look at 
musical aesthetics and their capacities to affect human beings.   
Virginia Postrel defines aesthetics as the way we communicate with the senses:  
It is the art of creating reactions without words, the look and feel of 
people, places and things. Hence, aesthetics differs from entertainment 
that requires cognitive engagement with narrative, word play, or complex, 
intellectual allusion. While the sound of poetry is arguably aesthetic, the 
meaning is not. Spectacular special effects and beautiful movie stars 
enhance box-office success in foreign markets because they offer 
universal aesthetic pleasure; clever dialogue which is cognitive and 
culture-bound doesn’t travel as well.  Aesthetics shows rather than tells, 
delights rather than instructs. The effects are immediate, perceptual, and 
emotional. (Postrel 2003:6) 
Affect in this case is the state of relation between the aesthetic object and the observer or 
listener. It depends on the properties and dispositions of both entities. In this sense, it 
does not have to be exclusively representational.  
In the case of the appropriation of rock in Bogotá, aesthetics played a crucial role 
in captivating young people since many of the teenagers engaging with the American and 
British rock did not speak or understand English. For this reason they could not interpret 
the lyrics of the songs directly. As Urián (interview by author, July 9, 2009) points out, 
he felt attracted to the covers of the recordings. Even before buying his own rock 
recordings, he would go though his parents’ collection looking at the images on the LP 
covers.   
As Nigel Thrift points out, following Gabriel Tarde: “economies are about 
generating passionate interests” (Thrift 2010:289); therefore, under a capitalist system of 




the market place. In order to do so it is necessary to imbue a commodity with an affective 
value through aesthetics. In this sense, the commodity becomes a part of an experience. 
Record covers as consumer objects are the result of such aesthetic practices of capitalism.  
Besides the record covers, Juan Sebastian, Pedro, Urian and Juan David 
mentioned that they felt attracted primarily to metal due to the intensity of the music. 
Juan David stated it like this: 
Let’s say I began listening to a lot of things, and then at the end, one 
begins to raise the voltage: trash, speed, black, death, grindcore, and then 
when I reached grindcore, I passed to hardcore, and after seeing that whole 
perspective, what I liked ideologically was hardcore and punk. I stayed 
there. I still like it a lot. I like it very much. (Juan David Castaño, 
interview by author, June 16, 2009)  
Participants in the new Colombian music scene know Juan David for his strong political 
convictions and for making them public. Back then despite the fact that he did not speak 
English he was capable of ascribing a political message to the music genres he was 
listening due to their sound. 
It would be naïve to ascribe the reception of music only to its affective and 
sensuous capacities, and to understand aesthetics as an autonomous realm outside social 
and cultural determinants. Constructivist and critical sociology have already shown how 
cultural productions are constituted historically and collectively (Becker 1982; Bourdieu 
1993; 1996).  However, it is a mistake to exclude the role material objects play in these 







Learning about Rock: Mediation, Mediator, and Translations 
 
The appropriation of music and its different interpretative uses depend on the 
configuration of its mediators (DeNora 2000, Hennion 1997, 2003). Let us recall that a 
mediator is a material object that carries meaning: 
Mediators, transform, translate, distort, and modify the meaning they are 
supposed to carry […] No matter how apparently simple a mediator may 
look, it may become complex; it may lead in multiple directions which 
will modify all the contradictory accounts attributed to its role. (Latour 
2005:39)  
For Hennion (1997) by looking at music mediators we can reconcile the relationship 
between aesthetics and the social construction of music.   
These mediators include scores and texts, sound, instruments, repertories, 
staging, concert venues, and media, an in a wider context the rites, 
ceremonies, prayer, religious, national and political celebrations, which 
form the backdrop for public performances of music. They allow to talk of 
a music not directly in terms of aesthetic content or social authenticity, but 
in terms of the way in which, by rejecting certain mediators and promoting 
others, both are collectively constructed. (Hennion 1997:432) 
Within the ontological perspective of network theory, we can understand 
mediators in two ways, either as an individual object, or as a distributed network of many 
interconnected mediators that act as manifold contexts (De Landa 2005; Harman 2009; 
Thrift 2008). For example, the production of a music recording requires the interlocking 
and work of multiple mediators (see Meintjes 2003). At the same time, the final product 
is enmeshed within many others. The aesthetic and social value of music then 




Hence, the recordings through which young Bogotanos adopted rock are 
enmeshed within these larger networks of mediators.  In this sense, the relationship Juan 
Sebastián, Urián and their peers established with the recordings is not just through the 
sensuous impression of the covers and intensity of the music, but through the meanings 
that are carried through the multiple networks of mediators interconnected to them. I 
want to consider two specific examples.   
First, we find the networks that emerge from the strategies that the entertainment 
industry has put in action to create publics for their commodities. Deborah Pacini, Eric 
Zolov and Hector Fernandez-L’Hoste (2004) state that after the inception of rock ’n’ roll 
in the United States during the 1950s, the major recording companies worked with the 
film industry and television production companies to promote the music and youth 
culture around rock, exporting commodified versions of youth rebellion to other 
countries. This influenced audiences in Latin America also to understand rock as a 
rebellious music. Programs on television channels like MTV, as well as music videos, 
newscasts, and music magazines continued to reproduce such discourses. Colombian 
cultural productions began to reproduce the same imaginaries and discourses. This can be 
seen in Colombian public TV documentaries such as Bandas: las de Bogotá (Bands: The 
ones form Bogotá 1993) produced by historians Juan Carlos Flórez and Daniel Garcia 
Peña (Arias 2009). The show focuses on the emergence of rock bands in the early 1990s 
in Bogotá. It presents rock as a universal protest language of urban youth and aligns each 
rock style with specific contexts and sentiments, for example metal with social discontent 




Mediations of rock also occurred through radio. For example, due to the scarcity 
of recordings and the means of acquiring them, Urián’s primary media channel to access 
rock was the local radio. Every single Sunday night he would listen to Metal en Estéreo 
(Metal in Stereo) a radio show hosted by Lucho Barrera on 88.9 La Super Estación, one 
of the most popular radio stations among teenagers in the 1980s. Urián (interview with 
the author, June 9, 2009) described his experience like this: “I would sacredly stay up late 
every Sunday to listen to metal. It always began really soft and it ended up there [he 
refers to volume and intensity of the music].” Many remember the show of Barrera as one 
of their key sources for music, and 88.9 as the radio station of preference. For example, 
Simón Mejía, who is now the leader of Bomba Estéreo, a band of great success in the 
newly constituted international electronic cumbia market, told me that he would record 
mix tapes from songs played in the station (Simón Mejía, email to author, September 26, 
2010). Simón and I went to the same primary school; I remember the school bus drivers 
would tune in the station every morning because children requested it.  
Second, there are consumer spaces like stores, which link commodities to 
experience (Thrift 2012), and at the same time, work as networks of mediators. For 
Urián, Juan Sebastián, Pedro, Juan David and their peers, record stores were an important 
site for experiencing and establishing a relationship to music. These stores worked as 
networks of music mediators as they included LPs and CDs, but also posters, t-shirts, 
videos, and the conversations among record buyers about the music. The store not only 
enabled the circulation of music through the recordings but also the webs of meanings 




At the same time, the stores represented one instance through which rock began to 
be localized in Bogotá during the 1980s and 1990s. These record shops were located on 
19h Street. Bogotanos called this street “calle de la música” (the music street) during the 
1980s. In those days, record vendors in tin kiosks packed the sidewalks between 7th and 
10th Avenue. These stores catered to music collectors and music aficionados who could 
not find the records they wanted in the poor selection of the major record shops. The big 
chain stores sold locally produced albums, mostly música tropical, vallenato, and balada, 
and some licensed foreign record productions, mostly merengue, salsa, and some 
American pop. The stores at 19th Street would sell mostly American and British rock 
records, and some jazz, salsa, and world music. If they did not have the recording you 
were looking for, you could order it and wait between two weeks to two months to get the 
album. I have no evidence except word of mouth that most of these stores brought the 
records illegally into the country, importing just a few copies of each title. By the 1990s, 
the city government had relocated these vendors to a small shopping mall in the corner of 
19th Street and 9th Avenue. Through my own experience, I recall that these stores were a 
regular place to hangout for a few music aficionados and record collectors looking for 
new or hard to find records in the local market. Customers would spend hours listening to 
tunes and talking about music with the vendors and other shoppers. For example, Urián 
would go to La Musiteca, Abbey Road, or La Rockola (The Jukebox) after school. In 
many cases, the owners were music “experts” like Gustavo Arenas, a radio DJ also 
known as Doctor Rock, who would introduce the teenagers to new artists and recordings. 
In this sense the different associations between the multiple mediators and mediations of 




Localizing Rock: The Consolidation of the Scene 
 
For these teenagers an interest in rock went beyond record collecting and radio 
listening. They soon began to play music by copying the music they heard on their 
recordings. Juan Sebastián, who had been playing classical music since he was very 
young, remembers that he began to teach his classmates how to play the songs of 
Metallica, Iron Maiden, Led Zeppelin, and Black Sabbath. When he turned 15 years old, 
he moved with his mother to a big house in La Merced, another traditional neighborhood 
in downtown Bogotá. The house became a rehearsal space for many bands that he and his 
younger half-brother Damian began to organize (Juan Sebastián Monsalve, interview by 
author, July 28, 2009). 
According to Juan Sebastián, between 1986 and 1990 the house became a place 
where a whole generation of teenagers who lived downtown gathered to play rock (this 
house played a similar role in the development of new Colombian music). Several of the 
bands that later gained national and international recognition began to play there. This 
was the case with La Derecha, 1280 Almas (1280 Souls), and Aterciopelados (who in 
2012 continue touring the world). La Pestilencia (Pestilence), and Masacre (Massacre), 
two metal bands from Medellín, would also practice in the house when they visited 
Bogotá. The house became an epicenter where the different associations that these young 
musicians established with rock began to “territorialize”. I am employing the term in the 
sense used by Manuel De Landa (2006) as the variable processes in which the 
homogeneous component of an “assemblage” (or network as I have used the term) 
become involved and stabilize their identity by increasing their degree of homogeneity. 




perform or enact the relations that constitute a network (Law 2004). I will expand on 
these notions when I look at the emergence of the new Colombian music scene. For now, 
I want to point out that the circulation of recordings, the affective relationship to these 
objects and their music, the multiple actors mediating such relationships, and the 
associations to larger networks led to the emergence of a territorialized network of 
relations constituted through different mediations of rock in Bogotá during the late 1980s. 
At the same time, the young people participating in the scene articulated their identity in 
relation to rock by participating in an activity with a past and space marked by specific 
objects (amplifiers, electric guitars, drum kits etc.), participants, and ways of acting. 
La Macarena was not the only epicenter of rock in that period. Since the late 
1980s up to the mid-1990s, multiple rock bands emerged in different neighborhoods in 
Bogotá of different social strata. Like the middle class teenagers of downtown Bogotá, 
teens both from the marginal neighborhoods south of the city and from upper class 
neighborhoods in the north, began playing different styles of rock, very much aligned 
with the commercial category of alternative rock. Simón Mejía describes the emergence 
of the scene like this:  
We recorded once in a studio on tape, let’s say my musical career began 
with that. Back then I played guitar. With the music group Sol de 
Medianoche we played once in Astrolabio, that was the place for the 
alternative movement in Bogotá. It was a bar, with a clothing store and 
CDs, very unique, very original. Hector Buitrago (from Aterciopelados) 
owned it. He was the first person that gave a strong impetus to the 
alternative music movement in Bogotá. We also played in the contests of 
Radioactiva (a commercial radio station) for bands, and another time in 
the Hard Rock Cafe. Well, it was a very amateur movement, but it 
happened. Later when high school was about to be over, I formed another 
band: Los Charconautas, with people not from school.  
With the Charcos things became more serious. We played all our 
own music; the band reached certain recognition. This happened by the 




amazing concert that we opened with a cover of Black Sabbath, with 
which we captured the audience. Memorable... We played in many bars, 
festivals in Bogotá and outside Bogotá, in short, during that time there was 
like a little development of music, with the boom of alternative rock, 
Aterciopelados, Babasonicos (Argentina), Cafetacuba (Mexico), etc. In 
Bogotá there was a place where we played called La Calleja, very good, in 
the Candelaria in La Cicuta, in El Teatro de La Candelaria, Rock al 
Parque, that time was very good. There were many bands:  Catedral, later 
Ultrageno, La Septima, and the thousand whose name I do not remember. 
(Simón Mejía, email to author, September 26, 2010) 
Simón describes the emergence of the rock scene primarily in the north of Bogotá 
in the mid-1990s, which coexisted and interacted with the ones downtown. In all the 
conversations I had with people who played in these bands, they recalled sharing the 
stage, or going to see the others play. Alongside British and North American metal and 
punk, Argentinian and Mexican Alternative rock, ska, funk and Latin rhythms began to 
attract young Bogotanos; however, the scene began to fade as many of the players began 
to change their interests towards non-musical careers. Some of those who decided to 
continue musical careers did not align themselves with market trends, performing more 
commercial music genres like the rock musicians of previous generations, but rather 
began to adopt music genres which were more obscure in Bogotá’s musical soundscape. 
The different ways through which these teenagers in Bogotá engaged with rock 
show us different ways in which agency is distributed among multiple actors and 
mediators. We cannot speak of the forces of U.S. media imposing American culture on 
Colombian teens, or of subjects free from any external constrain. When someone chooses 
to listen to rock, there is no transparent choice; instead, we have the work of multiple 
mediators in different times and spaces operating in an actor. At the same time, we have a 
series of affects exercising their capacities on their actors. The results of such processes 




specific place or a specific mediator. Rock is constituted through multiple mediators and 
mediations. 
 
All That Fusion: Jazz Reception in Colombia during the 1990s 
 
By the mid-1990s, when the rock scene had developed in Bogotá, several jazz 
groups began to emerge. These jazz groups consisted primarily of musicians who had 
previously participated in some of the rock bands. This was the case with Juan Sebastián 
and Urián. Despite their strong affiliation with rock, they were also exposed to many 
other musical genres, and with time, their musical interests began to change. In this 
section, I will show how these two musicians and some of their peers became interested 
in jazz, thus redefining their musical taste and re-articulating their identity around it. At 
the same time, I will explain how they appropriated jazz rock or jazz fusion a style that 
emerged and developed in the 1970s and 1980s (see Fellezs 2011; Nicholson 1998), 
which by the 1990s was considered by Colombian jazz musicians as one of the latest 
trends. Finally, I will show how the experience of live performances of international jazz 
musicians led to a stronger affective relationship with music than the one established 
through recordings.   
 In several cities in Colombia, small jazz scenes emerged throughout the 20th 
century. However, there is little documentation or trace left of these musical practices. 
The scholarly or journalistic literature about Colombian jazz is dispersed and hard to 
access even within the country, with the exception of a few publications by journalists 
(cf. Aguilera et al. 2010; Muñoz 2007). What we know is that jazz reached Colombia 




Colombian Caribbean. Many of the first música tropical bands were called “jazz bands” 
(Wade 2000). In more recent decades, and especially due to the popularity of salsa and 
Cuban music, “Latin jazz” or jazz with Afro-Cuban influences has been popular among 
music aficionados primarily in Barranquilla and Cali (see Waxer 2002). Colombian jazz 
musicians such as Edy Martinez, Justo Almario, Joe Madrid, and more recently Hector 
Martignon and Samuel Torres have had successful careers in the salsa and Latin jazz 
scenes in the United States.  
In the case of Bogotá listeners, jazz was a very obscure musical genre until the 
late 1990s. The genre gained visibility as universities began to open jazz performance 
programs, and the city government expanded the Rock al Parque festival model to create 
festivals for other music genres; however, even today the genre is still marginal compared 
to local musics such as vallenato and foreign genres like rock and salsa.23 Only five 
Bogotá radio stations have shows dedicated to the genre, which have lasted for several 
decades. Three of them are university-based radio stations, and the other is the 
government sponsored radio station. Roberto Rodríguez Silva (2010), who began the first 
radio show about modern jazz in Colombia in 1958, remembers that at the time the only 
way to listen to jazz was through short wave radio stations. He recalls that he had to buy 
most of the records in the United States, since the few accessible in Bogotá were not 
sufficient for running a radio show. In the late 1990s when I began programming jazz, it 
was still hard to find new albums to keep the shows playlists diverse. I relied on the old 
collection of the radio station and the few current releases that we were very sporadically 
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available for purchase. When I joined the station, their jazz record collection had about 
3,000 titles, mostly jazz fusion recordings from the 1980s. There were a few classic jazz 
recording from the 1930s to the 1960s, and very few recordings of post 1980s jazz, and 
all of them from the so-called a neo-classical or classical style (see Lewis 2004).  
Jazz performance in Bogotá occurred between the late 1920s and early 2000s 
through a few individual efforts and with the support of some small venues (Aguilera et 
al. 2010). Due to the genre’s lack of popularity, local jazz artists did not receive support 
from the mainstream music industry, and only a few Colombian jazz recordings were 
released between 1920s and the early 2000s.24 In this sense, we can consider jazz as a 
cultural production, which circulates in Colombia through very small and weak networks. 
Nonetheless, some of us were deeply affected by the music circulating through these 
networks as we connected with them. 
This was the case of Juan Sebastián and Urián -who met in 1991- and began a 
musical collaboration. Their partnership continues today, and involves not only their 
projects but also collaborations with musicians from other generations and backgrounds. 
When they were teenagers performing with their rock band Presagio, they began playing 
in Beatriz Castaño’s (Juan Sebastián’s mother) band María Sabina. As many musicians 
of her generation, Castaño was interested in nueva canción, and tried to perform it using 
Colombian music genres (see Ochoa 1996).25 
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been able to record their music at home studios.   
25 During the 1960s nueva canción, nueva trova, canción protesta, or canción folklorica 
emerged throughout Latin America inspired by left wing politics and local music 
traditions and as way to counter the hegemony of mass-mediated commercial popular 





Orlando Morales, the conga player of María Sabina, introduced Urián and Juan 
Sebastián to jazz. He was a record collector and a close friend of many of the record shop 
owners on 19th Street. Urián (interview by author, July 9, 2009) remembers that Orlando 
would make them mix tapes with selections of musical elements or sections they would 
find interesting such as drum solos. Juan Sebastián talks about this experience: 
When we were big metalheads, he would say:  you are going to end up 
playing jazz, you will see. We would laugh at him a bit, because in that 
moment jazz was a little bit boring for me. He insisted, and we did not pay 
much attention to him. However, Orlando knew how to introduce us to 
jazz. He began giving us music; mix tapes from selections of his albums... 
He knew how to introduce us into jazz, because he took the most rock-
oriented things of jazz. He introduced us to Weather Report, Miles Davis 
form the seventies and eighties, he showed us the Headhunters, the good 
jazz […] We were big punks and metalheads and jazz was synonymous 
with boredom, but when we got to know jazz rock, we realized that if one 
wanted to be a good musician one must learn about that (Juan Sebastián 
Monsalve interview by author, July 28, 2009).26  
Jazz fusion or jazz rock, especially Chick Corea’s Electrik Band, became an 
important referent for both young musicians and Colombian jazz enthusiasts during the 
1990s. Pedro Ojeda remembered that in 1993 he began taking drum lessons from Urián, 
who at the time fellow musicians considered the best drummer in Bogotá. Through him, 
Pedro became interested in jazz-fusion:  
Due to that, I began to get interested in jazz and fusion, not Colombian 
music fusion but jazz-fusion. All the bands of Miles Davis, all the bands 
he generated: the music of Tony Williams, the music of John McLaughlin, 
and all those dudes (Pedro Ojeda, interview by author, August 10, 2009).  
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  It is important to note that the terms metalero and punkero, cannot be translated 
directly into metalhead and punk into English since they do not describe the same social 





Through my work as a radio programmer and my interaction with record 
collectors and musicians, I found that for many people in Colombia jazz-fusion of the 
1970s and 1980s represented the latest trend in jazz. For example, between 2001 and 
2003, I hosted a jazz radio show where I invited local musicians to play their albums or 
their favorite recordings (since most of them had not recorded their own music). On one 
occasion I interviewed Javier Aguilera, an older jazz Colombian drummer and future co-
author of a book about jazz in Bogotá (see Aguilera et al. 2010). During the show, he 
commented that most of the bands in Bogotá played the latest styles of New York City, 
like the fusion sounds of Weather Report; however, this band dismantled in 1986. 
Nonetheless, Aguilera’s appreciation was partially right, despite the fact that by 2002 the 
music of Weather Report was not the latest trend in North America, most of the few jazz 
bands in Bogotá still imitated their music. In 2009, while conducting fieldwork in 
Bogotá, I spoke with Luis Daniel Vega, a music journalist, radio programmer, and co-
author with Aguilera of the same book. That year he had been a judge for the auditions of 
local bands to perform in Jazz al Parque and complained that most of the bands were still 
imitating 1970s fusion. Jaime Andres Monsalve, who worked with Aguilera and Vega on 
the book, described the jazz scene of the 1990s to me:  
Actually, in the 90s we were flooded by fusion everywhere, although 
practically all the groups that recorded in de 90s played Latin jazz […] 
Pitifully neither Magenta, nor Fonopsis (Sandoval brothers), nor other of 
those bands recorded in the time of their peak. The first ones recorded last 
year; the second have noncommercial recordings […]. It must be taken 
into account that self-promotion back then was not what it is today. 
However, there is an album that you probably know, which gives a good 
record of the issue:  The recording of Jazz al Parque of 1999. Magneta, 
Chatoband, C.A.L.E., Jazz Cuarteto (J.S. Monsalve, Tico Arnedo, 
Humberto Polar y Urián -I think-), La Moderna and other bands that 
played all that sound are there. (Jaime Andres Monsalve, email to author, 




In this quote, Jaime Andres Monsalve brings up several interesting points about 
fusion, Latin jazz, recordings, self-promotion, and the configuration of a musical scene 
through music festivals. Here, I focus only on the popularity of jazz fusion in Colombia. 
Not only jazz musicians were interested in fusion at the time; this seemed to be a popular 
style among jazz aficionados. I remember that when I was coordinating the jazz 
department at Javeriana Estéreo in the early 2000s, new programmers would join the 
staff and usually wanted to play what they considered “jazz contemporáneo”  
(contemporary jazz). A typical playlist would include records released mostly during the 
early 1980s such as those of Chick Corea and many of his peers like drummer Dave 
Weckl or bassist John Pattittucci. Colombian jazz aficionados’ tastes leaned towards a 
very specific style. 
This is a very similar situation to the one Lise Waxer (2002) describes in her book 
about salsa aficionados in Cali. She calls Cali “the city of musical memory,” but that title 
could equally be applied to the whole country, if we look at the reception of specific 
music genres. Waxer opens the introduction of her book with an interesting anecdote 
about a concert by Brazilian singer Toquino in Cali.   Audience members, she recounts, 
would ask him to play his old songs and they would sing along with him. I had a similar 
experience when Chick Corea visited the country for the first time with his acoustic trio 
in 2001. First, people were very disappointed that he was not playing with the, by then 
defunct, Electrik Band. During the concert audience members asked for the old songs and 
almost the whole auditorium sang the melody of Spain as the trio played it.  
As Antoine Hennion points out, in certain parts of the world, people today assess 




People listen now through the many other versions in their head, they have 
come to hear a particular performer whom they have heard on disc, 
playing a ‘repertoire’ which has increasingly come to resemble a record 
company’s ‘catalogue.’ The boundaries of our musical space are now 
marked off by the technical media by recordings, radio broadcasts and 
naturally, first and foremost the disc. (Hennion 2001:4) 
In her work Waxer states that the circulation of recordings was very important in 
modeling the way Caleños related and listened to salsa. This was also the case of jazz-
fusion in Bogotá.   
Jazz fusion reception and performance in Bogotá shows how the partial 
connection to certain networks that enable the circulation of cultural productions also 
enable specific appropriations of music which do not align with market trends. Several 
mediators such as the few accessible recordings, the mediation of their content by people 
like Orlando with mix tapes, and Juan Sebastián and Urián with the lessons to their 
students, served as modifiers of taste.  
The circulation of North American discourses about jazz was even more limited 
than the recordings. For this reason despite the fact that at the time fusion was highly 
contested in the jazz canon and overshadowed by neo-classical styles and discourses in 
the United States (Porter 2002) it became the model for contemporary jazz in Bogotá.27 
The only sources of information about the genre were the few radio shows, and a very 
limited number of publications (magazines and books) that circulated in the city. In 
general, with the exemption of a few isolated attempts, there has not been a long lasting 
magazine, or fanzine devoted entirely to music in Colombia. The space dedicated to it in 
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later have an effect on the emergence of new Colombian music (as I will show in the next 




newspapers and magazines about other subjects is always limited and tangential. Even in 
the late 2000s large international publications like Rolling Stone failed in their attempt to 
capture the Colombian market with a Latin American version produced almost entirely in 
Bogotá. These publications gave very little or no space for jazz. 
When I first became interested in jazz in the mid-1990s, I was constantly 
searching for jazz publications. The only book available at the time was an edition of a 
1994 Spanish translation of the 1981 German version of Joachim Berendt’s Jazz Book 
(1994). The book covered the history of jazz from New Orleans to jazz-rock, and became 
the textbook for jazz appreciation and history classes at the local universities that offered 
the course. This was the case of Universidad Javeriana where Juan Sebastián and Urián 
began to study composition while they developed their first jazz projects.  
Recordings were not the only way in which Bogotanos had access to jazz in the 
1980s and 1990s; however, international touring artists also aided in the diffusion of the 
genre. However, during those years Bogotá was not a common destination for touring 
musicians, and each concert became a significant event. In most of my interviews or 
informal conversations, my interlocutors mentioned the importance of Jazz al Parque 
(Jazz at the Park) and Festival Internacional de Jazz del Teatro Libre (Teatro Libre’s 
International Jazz Festival) in their formation as jazz musicians.   
Both festivals take place in September, and jazz aficionados in the city know this 
month as “mes del jazz” (jazz month). Neither of the festivals is very stable economically 
and the number of international guests is never clear even a few months before the 




stories about memorable moments in each concert. Juan Sebastián Monsalve narrated one 
of these experiences: 
What changed my life and made me fall in love with jazz for the first time 
was hearing Gonzalo Rubalcaba in the Festival de Jazz del Teatro Libre. 
For me it has been very important because it changed my objectives, by 
being so marveled by so much complexity and virtuosism, from 
Rubalcaba and from Julio Barreto, and Melian, and Cabrera. The four 
monsters played a music that I, who had studied, did not understand. I was 
a kid, only 20 years old, but I had been studying music for 15. I did not 
understand anything, and not understanding made me fall in love 
passionately. I did not understand what they were doing, it was beyond my 
musical comprehension, and then I considered that I understood music. 
Later, other concerts that marked me:  Hermeto Pascual and Danilo Perez. 
They marked me, but I was already a jazz musician. The experience of 
seeing that explosiveness of Rubalcaba and his group, that virtuosism of 
those musicians totally marked me. (Juan Sebastián Monsalve, interview 
by author, July 28, 2009)  
The experience of live music had a shocking and transformative effect in Juan Sebastián. 
This experience, which seems so personal, also affected many others who recalled that 
concert and many others by musicians like Pharaoh Sanders, Nana Vasconcelos, Sam 
Rivers, and Chucho Valdez. In this sense, music affect expands beyond the individual 
and becomes collective. 
Juancho Valencia (interview by author, August 4, 2009), who now is the leader of 
Puerto Candelaria from Medellín and an important representative of new Colombia 
music beyond Bogotá, told me another experience that relates to the personal and 
collective nature of affect. His father was a well-known salsa collector and took him to a 
concert of Cuban band Irakere when they were on tour in Colombia. Like Juan Sebastián, 
Juancho had been taking music lessons for several years and was interested primarily in 
rock, a little jazz, and Latin music. The virtuosism of the musicians of Irakere, along with 




He says:  “That marked the path I took,” referring to his choices as a musician. Then he 
expands: 
After a few years I found that that many musicians of our generation, 
actually the members of Puerto Candelaria (we did not know each other 
back then), all coincide that their parents took them to that concert and it 
changed the mind set of all of them. It is beautiful what a concert can 
generate in a city, or in a person, or in a society. Look at the result 
(referring to the new Colombian music scene, note by author). (Juancho, 
Valencia, interview by author, August 4, 2009) 
As Juancho points out, a musical affect can mobilize a whole group of independent 
people into action. While conducting fieldwork in Colombia people narrated similar 
experiences later in their life with traditional Colombian music, which produced another 
shift in how this group of musicians conceptualize their own identity. I will expand on 




In this chapter, I addressed the processes of localization of rock and jazz, two 
musical genres that have become global signifying practices. We have a generation of 
musicians, most of them grew up in Bogotá during the 1980s and 1990s, who since a very 
early age adopted rock as their own. Such processes occurred through the interlocking of 
several networks of mediations such as mass media, cultural policies, discourses about 
music, people, circulating recordings, and a series of affective relationships with music 
and objects. In this sense, we cannot think of local culture and foreign culture in binary 
terms. Instead of the local/global opposition and the imposition, or redefinition of one in 




Identity forms through those processes and practices and continues to change according 







Chapter 3: Learning How to Listen to Colombian Music 
 
 
A Strange Street Performance 
 
This project goes back to the year 2000 when I was working as a radio 
programmer in Bogotá, and encountered a strange group of musicians playing on the 
corner of 9th Street and 7th Avenue. Back then that corner was extremely crowded and 
loud. Like many of the streets in the downtown area of the city, students, office workers, 
and messengers would walk through the sidewalks trying to avoid street vendors. 
Pickpockets would try to grab what they could from people getting onto and off the buses 
that stopped at that particular corner. The vehicles would make a lot of noise with their 
air brakes and old diesel engines, which expelled dark fumes that would stick to your 
clothes. Besides the traffic noise, you could hear people’s voices, vendors’ shouts, and 
loud music coming out from the different stores and restaurants in the area. 
One afternoon I approached a small crowd surrounding some street performers 
located on that particular corner. What I saw at the time seemed rather unusual. In 
Colombia, as in many Latin American countries, unemployment is one of the largest 
economic problems. For many people, playing music in the streets and inside buses is one 
of the ways to get some money; however, these performers were not homeless musicians 
begging for a few coins, rather they appeared to be middle class college students with a 
punk attitude. Most of them wore t-shirts and jeans, had earrings, long hair, and tattoos. 




scene even stranger was that these young men and women were playing gaitas, maracas, 
and drums, instruments that at the time I associated with traditional and folkloric music 
from the Colombian Caribbean region. Seeing this group of people playing these 
instruments was very unusual back then, especially in a city where young people 
primarily listened to and identified with mostly with rock (as I have explained in the 
previous chapter).   
I would have forgotten about the scene on the street had I not encountered these 
musicians more frequently in future months. Soon, these jams dispersed around 
downtown Bogotá, as more musicians seemed to show up to play. On any weekday 
afternoon, one could hear different groups of young men and women playing gaitas on 
different busy corners of 7th Avenue. Friends and acquaintances also began to talk about 
them and recognized many of the musicians as members of local rock and jazz bands. 
Later I learned that these performers conceived their street concerts as study sessions to 
learn how to play gaita and other music genres from the Caribbean region. These study 
groups became the incubator of bands such as Tumbacatre, Curupira, and La Mojarra 
Eléctrica, which months later would be performing in small venues in Bogotá, in a 
musical style understood mostly as fusion, and which the press would later call new 
Colombian music.  
These street jams became a sort of mythical foundation place and original 
moment for these fusion bands. The members of La Mojarra Eléctrica acknowledge their 
street origins. They titled their first album Calle 19 (19th street, 2004), in memory of the 
place where they began playing. Interspersed between some of the tracks you can listen 




traffic noise. Their second album Raza (Race, 2006) includes a song also titled Calle 19, 
which they used for a couple of years as the opening theme in their concerts. This street 
had thus become iconic for the Mojarros (the name that fellow musicians and friends 
give to the members of the band); likewise, the street jams also live in the memory of 
many others of the musicians and fans I spoke to while conducting fieldwork in Bogotá 
during 2009.   
In fact, most of my interlocutors saw these performances not just as a symbolic 
point of origin, but as an actual threshold that many individual processes eventually 
reached enabling the emergence of the new Colombian music scene. Juan David Castaño, 
leader of La Revuelta, described the origin of the street jams in the following way: “It is a 
very chaotic process. It is like chaos theory. Do you understand me? Nobody can tell the 
order. It is something that begins to happen from different sides” (Juan David Castaño, 
interview by author, June 15, 2009).28 The purpose of this chapter is to trace multiple 
non-linear processes that led these young musicians to those street performances and to 
the understanding of these performances as a particularly important nodal point in their 
history. Specifically, I will look at the multiple ways in which they engaged with gaita 
music from the Colombian Caribbean region experiencing it as a novelty, despite the fact 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 Juan David Castaño (interview by author, June 15, 2009) gives a similar explanation to 
the way the scene operates. He stated that in those early days, people would just start 
showing up to the street jams with no previous coordination. Today, organizing any event 
such as a concert works in a similar way. Everything begins from total disorder, lack of 
communication, and people come and go. At the end, everybody seems to find their 
place, musicians show up to play, there is and audience, and once it is over everyone 





this was not the first time during the second half of the 20th century that this music had 
reached Bogotá. 
 In order to do so, I will continue to use the concept of a network as webs of 
associations between different entities. I will expand on the ideas and processes presented 
on the previous chapter by describing and explaining several re-articulations and the 
establishment of new associations between the young musicians in Bogotá, and the 
networks that enable the performance and circulation of gaita music and other musical 
genres associated with music traditions inside Colombia. In this sense, I will add more 
elements to the webs of relations that constitute these musicians’ identity, and begin to 
describe the ways in which they express them.  
Following this perspective, in the following pages I explain how gaita music 
reached and circulated in Bogotá through different overlapping or partially connected 
networks. Each of these networks enacts different mediations of gaita music (and 
associated genres), which are not necessarily detached or completely different from each 
other. By the late 1990s, some young Bogotanos began to establish different associations 
with these networks and among each other, articulating a new network, with its own 
specific characteristics and mediations of Colombian local music.  
In order to understand how those connections work, this chapter also deals with 
taste as a practice and modality of attachment (Latour 2005:108). Taste is a bodily, 
reflexive, framed activity with its specific, places, and means; at the same time, taste is 
collective, it is constituted through time by multiple mediations, bodies, objects, 
situations, and equipment (Hennion 2007a). In this sense taste works as “attachment,” 




which we are part” (Hennion 2007b:109). Attachments distribute action among objects 
and people (Latour 1999b). In this sense, they enable the subject to emerge entangled 
with a collective (Gomart and Hennion 1999). Attachments produce networks and 
therefore realities and worlds.  
Taste as a modality of attachment should not be seen as the affirmation of an 
identity, but as a practice that enables its formation. Identities have a processual character 
and are constituted by everyday practices, which create micro worlds, and more stable, 
although always changing figured worlds (Escobar 2008). Identities also arise from the 
articulation of difference; they involve the drawing of boundaries, the selective 
incorporation and exclusion of elements (Escobar 2008; Grossberg 1996). Taste begins 
with the comparison with others’ tastes; as such, it requires the collective training of 
faculties and perceptions that enables the ability to distingush between objects, and in 
doing so inventing and shaping onself during the experience (Hennion 2007a). 
Since the street jams happened before I began to conduct a formal investigation of 
the emergence and development of new Colombian music, and I can only rely on the 
vague and probably unreliable memories I have from that period, thus, the data from this 
chapter comes from formal interviews and informal conversations with musicians who 
participated in the street jams. I will trace their associations by looking at the way 
musicians speak about their own experiences, delineate groups, and define and describe 
the music they were playing. I will pay close attention to friendship ties, institutional 
affiliations, circulation of recordings, travel between graphical locations, and affect.  
The chapter has five sections that address different experiences and relationships 




of national identity in Colombia and the role gaita music plays within it. In this section, I 
consider music as a network of mediators and mediations constituted historically. These 
mediations include the work of instruments, musicians, and concert venues, but also 
discourse in various forms such as the discourse of folklorists, musicians, institutions, etc. 
The second section shows several processes through which gaita music reached Bogotá 
in the last decades of the 20th century. Third, I will focus in the role that different forms 
of Colombian music played in the childhood and adolescence of some of the musicians I 
talked to during my fieldwork. Fourth, I will address how these musicians first became 
interested in Colombian music through relationships they established with musicians 
from previous generations who had been working with those music genres. In the fifth 
section, I look at how trips abroad led the young Bogotano musicians to consider gaita 
music as a way to assert their national identity. Upon their return to the country, they 
began traveling through the Caribbean region and to different festivals where they began 
establishing relationships with traditional musicians. The learning process was not 
limited to human interaction. During their time abroad and upon their return, recordings 
played a crucial role in the way these musicians gathered information and learned about 
gaita music.  
Most of the conversations with musicians and fans showed that their relationship 
with music is primarily the result of an affective experience. Most of them described their 
first significant encounter with gaita music, or with other music genres associated with 
Afro-Colombian communities as an epiphany, a life changing moment that set them into 
action, pushed them to travel around Colombia, and kept them going to the street 




at every performance of one of their current bands. In other words, these musicians’ 
original drive towards gaita music was not a strategic or political move, or a means to an 
end. Such strategic positioning happened later as those affective experiences materialized 
into a way of life and means of survival.  
 
Tradition and Modernity: Gaita and Afro-Colombian Music in the Colombian 
National Imaginary 
 
Geography played a crucial role in the shaping of Colombia’s economy, society, 
and politics throughout the 19th and 20th centuries (Safford and Palacios 2002). The 
Andes divide the country into five regions that Colombians have historically understood 
as having distinct cultures and identities. Since the country became a nation-state in the 
1810s, the ruling mestizo (white mixed) classes of the Andean region developed a 
national project privileging their culture. According to Peter Wade (1993) this project and 
the geographical conditions of the country generated a racialized landscape, with specific 
imaginaries of race attached to particular regions; however, no region is entirely white, 
black, or indigenous, since race mixture occurs everywhere. Throughout the past two 
centuries most political and developmental discourses and projects have marginalized 
non-Andean regions, especially those with large Afro-Colombian (Caribbean and Pacific 
regions) and indigenous populations (Western plains and Amazonia), by portraying their 
culture as “traditional” and as an obstacle for economic and social development. Such 
projects also solidified class differences and political exclusion, both of which have 
played a crucial role in the repeated violence that has marked Colombian society with 




Wade (2000) states that there are three ways of connoting the Caribbean region of 
Colombia. First, as “rooted in tradition with large isolated rural areas, apparently based 
on archaic haciendas, and with many dark-skinned people living in rudimentary 
conditions” (Wade 2000:43–44).29 Second, as a more emotional and magical region, 
which compared with the interior of the country has cultural practices that are less 
inhibited, more open, more emotional, more fun, and more “sexy.” At the same time, the 
region is more magical, less Europeanized, less bound by rationality, and liable to the 
outburst of the fantastic.30 The region has been the port of entry of modernity since its 
cities have been connected to the metropolitan centers in Europe and North America 
through the Caribbean since the 16th century. Thus, the third connotation is the one of a 
region “with modern cities, ports of entry of outside influences, and tourists locations 
with the world of entertainment” (Wade 2000:44).   
Music has not been exempt from such discourses. Wade (2000) states that at the 
end of the 19th and early 20th centuries, literate elites from the interior produced a 
representation of national identity based on the cultural expressions of the Andean region, 
and bambuco, a string ensemble music genre, was promoted as the national music.31 
Regions such as the Atlantic and Pacific coasts were portrayed as repositories of 
traditional and racialized musical practices with deep roots in the past; however, the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29 This image continues to be actively present in the Colombian imaginary. A good 
example of one of this depiction is the film Los Viajes del Viento (The Wind Journeys) 
(2009) by Colombian director Ciro Guerra. 
30 Such is the image popularized by Colombian writers such as Gabriel Garcia Marquez 
in novels likes Cien Años de Soledad (One Hundred Years of Solitude) (1969). 
31 Many of my Colombian interlocutors remember that while we were growing up in the 
1970s and 1980s what people called Colombian music, was the string music from the 




music from the Caribbean region of Colombia has been the source of international and 
national urban popular music (Ochoa 2006a).  
Cumbia and vallenato have become the most popular music in Colombia, and 
have been adopted and transformed in other Latin American countries. As I mentioned in 
the previous chapter, música tropical, one of the most popular music genres in Colombia, 
emerged in the 1940s as a stylized version of local music genres such as cumbia and 
porro that was performed by big bands. Música tropical and other styles known in 
Colombia as raspa and chucu chucu were later adopted and appropriated in Mexico, 
Argentina and other countries, and continue to circulate widely around the world through 
recordings and other electronic formats. Vallenato has undergone a similar process and 
from the 1960s to the 1990s has hybridized with other music genres such as balada and 
pop, becoming very successful commercially in Colombia and other countries such as 
Spain, Mexico, and the United States (Ochoa 2005).  
Due to their massive mediation and commercialization during the 20th century, 
these local music practices have frequently been perceived as being under attack and in 
risk of disappearing and loosing their authenticity (Wade 2000). For this reason, these 
local musics have undergone simultaneous processes of folklorization, and are portrayed 
as having very long roots in the past.  
In Colombia, discourses about traditional and other local music genres constantly 
articulate the relationship between music and race mixture. Studies about traditional 
music of the mid-20th century in Colombia actively considered the question of national 
identity and the place of Afro-Colombians and indigenous peoples within it. These 




racial identity to very specific dance elements (Wade 2000). Ochoa (2006a) explains that 
gaita music is understood as containing African drums, indigenous gaita, and Hispanic 
verbal poetics, and that the gaita ensemble plays several kinds of music such as cumbia, 
porro, gaita corrida; however, Colombians frequently associate the sound of gaitas with 
cumbia and, I would add according to my interviews, with Afro-Colombian culture. 
Ethnomusicologist Gorge List (Béhague, List, and Waxer n.d.) describes the 
cumbia ensemble or cumbiamba, as consisting of five instruments:  a caña de millo (cane 
of millet), the only melodic instrument, and four percussion instruments. Two of the 
percussion instruments are single-headed drums of different sizes:  the tambor mayor and 
the llamador. The fist one is held between the legs and played with both hands, and the 
latter is placed on the knee ad played with one hand. A third drum is the bombo, a two 
headed drum played with two sticks without heads, which is hit either in the right head or 
on the wood shell. A player who shakes one or two maracas completes the ensemble. A 
variation of the ensemble is the conjunto de gaitas. This has two gaitas, a tambor mayor 
or alegre, a llamador, and a maraca.  
For Wade (2000) gaita and other music genres from the coast were racialized and 
associated primarily with indigenous and Afro-Colombia roots. This is the case of 
bullerengue, a musical genre closely related to cumbia, often confused by casual listeners 
due to the similarity of the ensembles. Instead of the gaitas or flautas de millo, the 
bullerengue ensemble includes a lead singer, usually a female voice known as the 
cantadora (female singer) and a backup chorus. Both interact in a call and response 
structure where the lead vocalist sings the main motif and the chorus sings a vocal 




accompaniment for the voices and sometimes engage in a dialogue with the leading 
voice.  Most of the bullerengue songs evoke daily life activities and life histories. 
Cantadoras (female singers) perform these songs while performing daily activities and 
town parties. Colombians see bullerengue as essentially as an Afro-Colombian music 
genre (Wade 1993). 
 
Capturing Sound: Sonic Transculturation and the Mediations of Music 
 
The depictions of traditional music, in which the musical “object” appears as an 
independent definite and singular object, with minor variations over time, result from the 
multiple practices that Ana Maria Ochoa (2006b) calls the practices of entextualization or 
the framing of the musical “object.” Folklorists, musicians, and music industry personnel 
carry out practices of entextualization alongside practices of recontextualization, which 
ascribe the musical object with new meanings and uses. In this sense, practices of 
entextualization and recontextualization are fundamental to the construction of 
knowledge about music and its commercialization. Both activities require the collection 
and description of sounds, and their insertion into multiple contexts. It is important to 
point out that each of these activities entails their own set of crafts and practices. Ochoa 
calls the multi-layered process of entextualization and recontextualization “sonic 
transculturation” and defines it in the following terms:  
General restructuring of practices, modes of signification and circulation 
of the sonic.  This ‘general restructuring’ rearticulates the relation between 
the local, the national and the global through multiple practices that imbue 
sounds with notions of place-based originality and representativeness in an 




The entextualization and recontextualization of music requires multiple modes of 
“capturing” the musical “object.” Music is not a singular, definite, object but it emerges 
from the interaction of multiple material entities, as Antoine Hennion writes: 
Music cannot be reduced to the factors that might cause it and 
circumscribe it, and the effect it may have is just as impossible to infer, it 
should be seen as something transitory, not as a given but as a ‘new 
arrival,’ a relatively irreducible present:  it happens, it passes –despite 
people’s efforts to pin it down and bring it into line with a more 
‘authentic’ norm […] It entails seeing music not as a static product on a 
score, on disc or in a concert program, but as an unpredictable event, a 
real-time performance, an actual phenomenon generated by instruments, 
machines, hands and actions (Hennion 2001:2) 
Capturing music implies a break between the original sound and its place and 
time of production. Canadian composer Murray Schafer has defined “schizophonia” as 
the “split between original sound and its electroacoustic transmission or reproduction” 
(Feld 1994:258). In this case, the split occurs through recording technology, which since 
its inception has been one of the most common means to document music (Sterne 2003). 
However there are several other technologies and material objects necessary to produce 
capture and reproduce music. Hennion points out that at least one material mediator is 
necessary in order to have music. The French sociologist defines the mediator as the 
“technical objects, material supports, carriers and instruments, but also discourse, 
practices, performance devices” (Hennion 1997:416).  
There are two important conclusions we might extract from the sonic 
transculturation of music and the role of mediators. First, we have the production of taste. 
Taste relies on choosing a specific mediation over the other, or at granting more 
importance to one mediator than another (Hennion 1997). However, we are capable of 




some people judge concerts today according to what they have heard on recordings 
(Hennion 2001), or create technologies according to standards for listening, yet these new 
devices might change the way we listen (Sterne 2006). We can say then that the way 
Colombians understand and listen to traditional music today is the result of several years 
of collective labor by various mediators, which range from simple inscriptions to 
sophisticated technological mechanisms. Consequently, Colombians’ choices of specific 
mediators and mediations result from the way they were “determined” to listen to music.  
For Hennion, just as for Latour and other actor-network theorists, mediators are 
not “passive intermediaries, but active producers” (Hennion 1997:416). Different 
networks of mediators produce and reproduce different realities according to their 
configuration. In this sense, as a second conclusion, we cannot think of a stable object of 
reference of knowledge, in this case a singular musical ‘object,’ but multiple. Multiplicity 
does not imply that there are multiple relative realities, but that there are different 
realities that overlap and interfere with one another (Law 2004).  
Following this line of thought, we cannot think of a singular musical “object,” but 
multiple practices of entextualization and recontextualization of music through multiple 
networks of mediators. The musical ‘object’ appears solid, prior, and independent to its 
mediators because it is being enacted and re-enacted. 
John Law (2004) borrows the concept of enactment from Annemarie Mol, and 
describe it as a process that produces a reality. In this sense, an object or a social 
formation is real only if it is performed:   
To talk of enactment, then, is to attend to the continuing practice of 
crafting.  Enactment and practice never stop, and realities depend upon 
their continued crafting – perhaps by people, but more often in a 




natural phenomena. (which are in themselves being enacted and re-
enacted) (Law 2004:56) 
In Latin America, producers, musicians, intellectuals, and other figures that play 
the role of sonic transculturators enact multiple “versions” of local music through 
practices of entextualization and recontextualization. In the case of Colombia, research 
about music has no disciplinary horizon since there are no institutionalized academic 
practices in university departments, graduate programs, or academic journals (Ochoa 
2006b). In this sense, there is a heterogeneity and dispersal of practices in the production 
of musical knowledge, which are only partially connected. According to anthropologist 
Carlos Miñana (2000), studies of traditional music in the country have been carried out 
by a number of different actors, such as folklorists; composers who work within the 
Western classical music tradition; anthropologists, and other social science and 
humanities scholars; North American ethnomusicologists who have worked in Colombia; 
grupos de proyección (projection groups), which emerged with the nueva canción 
movement in the 1960s; and musicians affiliated with small institutions and cultural 
studies scholars. Ana Maria Ochoa (2006b) adds to this list journalists and urban popular 
musicians (as I will show in the last two last sections of this chapter).  
Such diversity makes the information about local music very scattered and 
sometimes difficult to access. Since I engaged with the new Colombian music 
performers, back when they were performing on the street, I have heard comments form 
several musicians and fans concerned with the lack of documentation of traditional 
music. Even today, 11 years since the scene emerged, and after musicians have produced 
books, recordings, and documentaries about local music, many still feel there is a lack of 




practices. We see then that the knowledge and discourses about local music in Colombia 
circulate, just like the musicians themselves, through deterritorialized networks of 
mediators.  
As introduced in the previous chapter, Manuel De Landa (2006) used the concept 
of territorialization to describe the variable processes that stabilize the homogeneity of an 
assemblage or network; on the other hand, deterritorialization implies the opposite. De 
Landa expands the idea: 
Processes of territorialization are processes that define or sharpen the 
spatial boundaries of actual territories. Territorialization, on the other 
hand, also refers to non-spatial processes which increase the internal 
homogeneity of an assemblage, such as the sorting processes which 
exclude a certain category of people from membership of an organization, 
or the segregation processes which increase the ethnic or racial 
homogeneity of a neighborhood.  Any process which either destabilizes 
spatial boundaries or increases internal heterogeneity is considered 
deterritorializing. (De Landa 2006:13)  
The lack of a discipline and strong institutional support throughout the second 
half of the 20th century has generated multiple “views” or “versions” about traditional 
music, which emerge and circulate through very specific networks of mediators. At the 
same time, as several of these mediators are performing practices of sonic 
trasnculturation, they are constantly redefining their object of study. This is especially 
true of the new Colombian music scene, whose notions of tradition, folklore, fusion, and 
local music are in permanent rearticulation.  
The performers at the street jams, as I will explain through out the chapter, were 
playing their own mediations of gaita music and bullerengue. In the following sections, I 





World Music, Rock, and Jazz: Actors, Mediators, and Mediations of Colombian 
Caribbean music in the 1990s 
 
Certainly, the young musicians performing on the street were not the first ones 
playing gaita music in Bogotá, nor were they the only ones during the early 2000s who 
tried to create a fusion with it. There have been several processes and mediations through 
which gaita and other local music genres from the Caribbean region such as bullerengue 
reached the capital city. It is impossible to trace every single process, actor, and mediator 
that enabled that music circulation, and for this reason I will solely mention those 
referenced by o my interlocutors in formal interviews and conversations. It is important 
to remember that different mediators have different constituencies they may be 
discursive, material, or human. Since they have the same ontological status, however, 
there is no hierarchical distinction between them.   
My friends and interlocutors pointed to five specific cases through which they 
accessed some form of music from the Colombian Caribbean region. First, we have 
world music recordings of Colombian music produced by foreign labels. “World music” 
is the commercial category that emerged form a corporate strategy to promote and 
commercialize music genres from around the world in the European and North American 
market that did not fall in the established Western categories such as jazz, blues, rock, 
reggae and folk.32 This category includes several Latin, African, Asian, and Caribbean 
mass mediated recordings of popular music, ethnographic and field recordings, and the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32 The commercialization of non-western sounds was of special interest for 1990s and 
early 2000s ethnomusicological literature. For the definition and critique of world music 
see Erlmann (1996; 1999), Feld (1994; 1996; 2000), Frith (2000), Hutnyk (2000), 




work of Western musicians who integrate non-western sounds through sampling or live 
performance. Other important mediators are the field recordings by Colombian music 
researchers released as commercial recordings. Third, there is the live performance of 
traditional and folkloric musicians in different venues in Bogotá with the support of 
governmental institutions, music researchers and aficionados, or by their own promotion. 
Fourth, we have the very successful local pop acts that incorporated local sounds during 
the 1980s and 1990s. Finally, rock and jazz musicians experimented with local music 
from the Colombian Caribbean region. However, none of these processes could be 
considered as the unique cause for the emergence of new Colombian music.  To do so 
would imply taking a reductionist view on a process that is partially related and 
sometimes parallel to the aforementioned five musical mediations.  Rather what we have 
is simultaneous and overlapping processes of entextualization and recontextualization 
and partial connections between different networks of mediators.   
Despite the fact that world music offerings had been expanding since the 1990s, 
Colombian music was not a big part in the commercial music market; nonetheless, since 
the early years of the world music category, a few recordings of Colombian musicians 
began to circulate. In 1993 Peter Gabriel’s label Real World released La Candela Viva 
(The Lively Fire) an album by Colombian singer Toto la Momposina (see Ochoa 1998). 
Born in the town of Mompox in the Magdalena River in the Caribbean hinterland, Sonia 
Basanta, also known as Toto, became one of the principal exponents of the folkloric 
music of that region in the 1990s.33 She combines different music styles and genres from 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33 By folkloric music, I mean the staging and performance of music considered 
traditional. However, folkloric performance implies a specific mediation often associated 




the Colombian Caribbean such as cumbia, porro, and bullerengue. Through her discourse 
and performance, she constantly reaffirms the African, Indigenous, and Spanish ancestry 
of her music, and highlights that she personally embodies this racial and cultural mixture. 
Some of the tracks on La Candela Viva featured the Gaiteros de San Jacinto, the most 
popular gaita ensemble in Colombia since the mid-1950s. The release of two recording of 
Afro-Colombian musicians living in the Caribbean hinterland very close to the coastal 
city of Cartagena followed Toto's album.  
In 1998 the French record label Ocora released a recording of Afro-Colombian 
cantadora Petrona Martinez titled Le Bullerengue, which mediated Colombian Caribbean 
music in a slightly different way than La Candela Viva. The latter was recorded in 
London at the Real World studios, and produced with a view to reaching a wider 
audience, probably an audience geared towards afro-pop sounds, which represented the 
majority of the world music on offer at the time. By the late 1990s, Toto la Momposina 
was already a recognized folkloric music performer, who wore traditional costumes at her 
performances and had an elaborated discourse about her music. On the other hand, 
Petrona still lived in Palenquito, her hometown, at the time of the recording of her album. 
The CD booklet includes a few photographs of Petrona in her daily activities at her 
house, which she left to record in a studio in Cartagena. Nonetheless, the quality of the 
recording is similar to the one of a field recording, much lower that the one produced by 
Real World. The pictures, the unsophisticated production, and the lack of arrangements 
give the Le Bullerengue album an aura of “authenticity.” This is also the case for a 




A couple of years earlier, anthropologist and filmmaker Lucas Silva (interview by 
author, June 8, 2009) traveled to Palenque de San Basílio because he was interested in 
finding the roots of the musical genre champeta for a documentary he was filming, 
directing, and producing.34 The town is a few miles from Cartegena and was founded by 
slaves who fled their masters sometime in the 16th century. Besides champeteros, Silva 
found the Sexteto Tabalá, who performed a Palenque version of Cuban son with Afro-
Colombian drums and claves. He realized this music was almost unknown in Colombia, 
so with a device to record sound for cinema, he recorded the sextet. Months later, he sold 
the recording to Ocora in Paris (Lucas Silva, interview by author, June 8, 2009). This was 
the beginning of Palenque Records, a record label founded by Silva to promote 
contemporary Afro-Colombian music through which he would later record and release 
two more albums of Sexteto Tabalá and other titles by different Palenque musicians. The 
entire Palenque Records catalog became an important referent for the new Colombian 
music performers in the years to come.  
Despite the differences in the production of the La Candela Viva, Le Bullerengue, 
and Sexteto Tabalá albums, and the low fidelity of the ones released by Ocora, these 
recordings gave visibility to the music of the marginalized regions, and soon became 
popular among young urbanites interested in traditional or world music. None of the 
productions made it to Colombian mainstream radio. Since European labels released the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34 San Basílio de Palenque or Palenque de San Basílio is known because its inhabitants 
have preserved several of the ancestral traditions of the African slaves brought to 
America.  Such traces has have been explored by Colombian anthropologist and Afro-
Colombian rights activist Nina de Friedman (cf. 1991, 1983). Nonetheless, the town has 
established a connection with contemporary Africa through music. Villagers have 
adopted soukous, highlife, juju, and other similar genres as their own. Colombians call 
the local version of these African music genres champeta or terapia criolla (see Abril and 




albums primarily for the European market, these albums were not easy to find at local 
record shops. The CDs had to be imported, and cassette copies began to circulate among 
music aficionados and musicians interested in Colombian music.   
Not all the productions featuring traditional Colombian music from the Caribbean 
region came from abroad. Music researchers in Colombia had already released a few 
recordings in the early 1990s. For example, Egberto Bermúdez, a Colombian 
musicologist working for the Universidad Nacional (National University, the largest 
public university in the country) released and album titled Intinerario Musical por 
Colombia (Musical route around Colombia) in 1996. The album included field recordings 
made in different sites in Colombia, with special emphasis on the Caribbean and Pacific 
regions. Since Bermudez released the album through his foundation Música with very 
little resources, the CDs had limited circulation, yet the catalog was accessible at many 
libraries, where a few years later the future new Colombian musicians would find it.   
It was not only recordings that enabled the circulation of gaita music in Bogotá 
during the last decades of the 20th century. Live performances began to play an important 
role in the rising popularity of traditional and folkloric Afro-Colombian music among 
young people in Bogotá. Like the circulation of the recordings, these performances were 
not widespread or highly publicized. Governmental and other non-profit institutions 
supported concerts at university auditoriums, public libraries, and public theaters. At the 
same time, some bars in the downtown area of the city began to include Colombian music 
occasionally in their music programing. Toto la Momposina began to perform regularly 
in these places, as did Petrona Martinez. She began to gain more notoriety and signed a 




local musicians. Both women began touring the world and playing larger events in 
Colombia. Lucas Silva promoted the Sexteto Tabalá by bringing the band from Palenque 
to perform in Bogotá. He is just one example of many other individuals who at the time 
promoted and organized concerts of traditional and folkloric music from other regions of 
Colombia in Bogotá. Many of these events became life-changing experiences for young 
musicians.   
Musicians performing local music genres from the Caribbean region not only 
visited Bogotá on tour, but also moved to the city looking for work opportunities or 
fleeing from the violence in their regions of origin. The Gaiteros de San Jacinto had 
moved between Bogotá and their hometown since the 1980s (Ochoa 2006a). By the 
1990s, some of the younger members had formed their own gaita ensembles and 
performed in the capital city, sometimes as the Gaiteros de San Jacinto, or presenting 
themselves as completely different ensembles such as Bajeros de la Montaña or Gaitas y 
Tambores de San Juan. In their multiple formations the gaiteros and some musicians who 
imitated them and called themselves by the same name, performed in downtown venues 
and private parties. When I was a college student, I remember many of my classmates 
and friends would go to see the gaiteros perform. The young Bogotanos perceived their 
act as exotic and a novelty.  
The representation of gaitas as an exotic music began to change when the 
instruments reached the mainstream and the rock underground through the work of pop 
artist Carlos Vives and his producer Ivan Benavides. Vives began his artistic career in his 
early twenties as a telenovela (soap opera) actor in 1981. He became immediately a 




career as a pop artist. In 1992, he played the role of Rafael Escalona, a famous vallenato 
composer, for a TV series that became an instant success, as did its soundtrack, which 
consisted of many Escalona compositions performed by Vives.   
 For decades, vallenato had been popular among lower urban classes and in the 
countryside. With this album, the middle and upper urban classes began to accept the 
music genre, which became one of the most popular music genres in the country (Ochoa 
1998). After the release of the Escalona soundtrack, Vives paired with the members of 
Distrito Especial, a rock band that had been bringing some elements of gaita music into 
their performances and released an album titled Clásicos de la Provincia (Country Town 
Classics, 1993) composed of classic vallenato songs with rock infused arrangements. In 
the follow up album, La Tierra del Olvido (Land of Oblivion, 1995), Vives and his band 
expanded their fusion by incorporating gaitas, tamboras, and alegre drums into the mix. 
In the album’s cover and in music videos, the artists produced a discourse about the 
return to the roots and traditional culture (see Struman 2003). The album launched Vives' 
international music career and situated vallenato and gaita music within Colombian 
mainstream culture. I agree with Ana Maria Ochoa (1998) when she states that the 
success of Vives in Colombia was not just the result of the incorporation of rock elements 
into vallenato, but the image of Vives that minimized the popular and African origins of 
the genre. The ethnic elements such as the gaitas and drums were admissible since they 
were mediated by the recordings produced by the international world music market 
standards.  
While working with Vives, Ivan Benavides, the producer of Tierra del Olvido, 




rock band that used elements from the music of the Caribbean and Pacific regions.35 In 
1997 they released a self-titled CD on the short-lived label Gaira Música Local (owned 
by Carlos Vives). A year later, David Byrne released their record on his world music 
label Luaka Bop, but the group disbanded a couple of years after that due to differences 
among its members (see Fernandez-L’Hoeste 2004). Vives had a wide reception between 
upper and middle classes in Bogotá and El Bloque reached some alternative music 
audiences. Their album was very hard to find in Colombia and their live performances 
were scarce.  
Other musicians had taken music from the Colombian Caribbean as a source to 
experiment with fusion sounds. This was also the case with jazz musicians, in a scene 
dominated by jazz fusion. As I explained in the last chapter, this seemed like a natural 
step. In the late 1980s bands such as MC2 and Clusters, led by the Sandoval brothers, had 
been experimenting with local sounds and jazz rock; however, there is no recorded trace 
from these experiments.  Others, like saxophonist Justo Almario, had moved to the 
United States and his recordings were not accessible in Colombia. For this reason, a 
generation of Colombians grew up thinking saxophonist Antonio Arnedo was the first 
exponent of the fusion between jazz and Colombian local music.36 In the early 1980s, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35 The name Bloque de Busqueda comes from the special army and police forces platoon 
that the Colombian army had put together to persecute drug lord Pablo Escobar during 
the 1990s (see Bowden 2001). Escobar, and his war with the Colombian state, marked 
Colombia society in the late 1980s and early 1990s. 
36 With the emergence of new Colombian music the fusion between jazz and Colombian 
music appears as a recent phenomenon post 1995 (see Santamaría 2007) especially since 
most of the available recordings appeared after turn of the century. This situation has 
generated many tensions between older jazz musicians, and those affiliated to the new 
Colombian music scene. At the same time, since there are no comprehensive written 
histories of jazz in Colombia, there is no consensus about the development of the genre in 




Arnedo met Satoshi Takeishi, a Japanese drummer who traveled to Colombia interested 
in learning different Afro-Colombian percussion techniques. Years later they formed a 
quartet and began working on jazz versions of famous Colombian tunes, and some 
compositions of Arnedo based on music from the Caribbean region (Antonio Arnedo, 
interview by author, June 9, 2009). In 1996 the Antonio Arnedo Quartet released an 
album titled Travesía (Voyage), which would be later followed by three more recordings: 
Encuentros (Encounters, 1997), Orígenes (Origins, 1998) and Colombia (2000). The four 
recordings shared the same characteristics and on each of them, according to Arnedo 
(radio interview by author, n.d.), the band took a step closer to new forms of Colombian 
music, leaving jazz behind.  
Despite the fact that all of these artists and recordings could be subsumed under 
the phenomenon of world music during the 1990s and early 2000 (Ochoa 1998; 
Santamaría 2007), all of them are the result of the articulation of different interconnected 
networks of mediators. As such, they produced distinct mediations of Colombian music 
according to the human, linguistic, and material objects that composed them. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
fusion artists is highly debated among music commentators. The answer depends highly 
on the definition of jazz (contested everywhere) (2004; Gabbard 1995; O’Meally, 
Edwards, and Griffin 2004; Porter 2002), the definition of Colombian jazz, and the few 
recordings available that can support each a claim. Many consider Macumbia (1984) by 
Francisco Zumaque the first Colombian jazz fusion recording; however, others see this 
recording as a music tropical album. There are other antecedents like Charles Mingus 
Cumbia & Jazz Fusion (1977). Record label owner and producer Humberto Moreno 
(interview by author, July 22, 2009) claims Lucho Bermudez recorded a jazz album with 
Colombian music influences in the 1950s; however many of the recordings from that 
time period are almost impossible to find in the regular market. Jaime Andres Monsalve, 
found and album in a flea market from 1961 by Spanish clarinetist Luis Rovira with the 
band of Colombian guitarist León Cardona where they play jazz arrangements of 




So far, I have identified multiple networks that enable the production of musical 
fusions. I have explained how music results from the relations between different actors 
and mediators: bodies, instruments, money, stages etc. Depending on their 
configurations, the members of the network value specific mediators (gaitas over 
saxophones, electric instruments over acoustic ones etc.) and mediations. Once sound is 
captured (in a disc, or a text, for example), it is set in circulation through larger networks 
(such as the music industry).  Music research shares with the music industry practices of 
entextualization and recontextualization, which have been a constant phenomenon during 
the 20th century in Colombia. The specific mediations produced by such practices 
circulate through distinct, sometimes partially connected, sometimes overlapping, and 
sometimes highly deterritorialized networks. Finally, I gave specific examples of specific 
mediations and networks that would become influential for the emergence of new 
Colombian music in the 2000s.  
Most of these circulating mediations of local music genres are obviously present 
in Bogotá. The musical soundscape of the city is extremely varied, and Colombia local 
music plays an important role in it. Growing up in the city, it is almost impossible not to 
engage with some local music genre; however, neither the genres, nor their regions of 
origin, are represented equally. As I explained earlier, highly mediated local music, such 
as música tropical, chucu chucu, and vallenato circulate and are produced through the 
music industry.  Less mediated forms of local musics, especially the ones associated with 
tradition and Afro-Colombian culture, circulated through weaker networks composed of 
traveling musicians, world music recordings with limited circulation, independent music 




will show how some of the later new Colombian musicians established relations within 
and across these networks, and began to shape their identities in relation to them. These 
processes are extremely varied; nonetheless, there are some similarities. The most salient 
one is the fact that most of my interlocutors did not establish a lasting relationship with 
local Colombian music during their childhood and their teen years despite its widespread 
presence through differentially mediated forms. This leads us to think once again about 
musical affect and its relationship with taste. 
 
Engaging with Colombian Music during Childhood: Musical Affect and Taste 
 
Multiple mediators and mediations of Colombian music surrounded the future 
new Colombian musicians for a very early age. In this section, I will show how some of 
my interlocutors described their relationship with Colombian music and especially with 
those genres from the Caribbean region while they were growing up. First, I will explain 
how these associations began to happen during their early childhood; nonetheless, most 
of them disregarded these musics and privileged rock. Second, I will show how in some 
cases, my interlocutors interpreted Colombian music as “kitsch” or primitive. Finally, I 
will explain that despite the strong influence of rock, some of these young men and 
women were able to articulate Colombian music into their identities. 
In the previous chapter, I argued that identity is articulated through different 
affective experiences: for example, the live performances of jazz musicians that marked 
many new Colombian Musicians in their youths. In that case, affect worked as a “force,” 
a non-conscious experience of intensity, a moment of unformed and unstructured 




to become jazz performers themselves. In this and the following sections, I will expand 
on the some of the multiple ways those affective experiences lead to the articulation of 
identity. 
As a physical phenomenon, music has the capacity to affect a body. It can 
generate pleasure and enjoyment through sensations; at the same time, music is an 
aesthetic object. Nigel Thrift (2010) understands aesthetics as the way we communicate 
through the senses, a non-verbal way of creating reactions through the look and feel of 
people, objects, and places. Aesthetic pleasure is an affective force that “is active, 
intelligible, and has genuine efficacy: it is both moved and moving. It is a force that 
generates sensory and emotional gratification. It is the force that produces sheared 
capacity and communality” (Thrift 2010:291). Thrift also suggests that aesthetic objects 
also have their own existence.  
Thus, on one level, they are, as I have pointed out connection machines, 
technologies to facilitate imaginary recognitions. Nevertheless, on another 
level they inhabit a separate existence. Qualities can belong to objects 
themselves rather than to our consciousness of them; they are not inert 
targets for our thoughts to animate. In other words, I want to make space 
for the stuff of aesthetics as not just about human access to objects. 
Objects must be understood as involved in multiple overlapping 
negotiations with human being and not just as sets of passive inanimate 
properties. (Thrift 2010:295)37 
In this sense, actors have to give themselves to the aesthetic object and receive what the 
objects gives to them; this is not an object-subject relationship, but the exercise of 
capacities to affect and be affected. In this regard, musical affect is human-music 
interaction (DeNora 2000). 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37 Nigel Thrift (2010) develops his understanding on objects based on Graham Harman 




Simon Frith (1996a) states that music constructs our identities in part through the 
direct experience it offers to the body. He calls the attention to music making and 
listening as bodily matters in order to break with the homology between society and 
musical form that academic studies of popular music assumed up to the 1990s, and the 
position of identity politics, which assumed a necessary flow between social identity and 
musical expression and appreciation. Despite the fact that the subject matter of this 
dissertation is Colombian musicians using Colombian music to create musical fusion, the 
link between national and cultural identity and music performance is not a natural, 
unmediated flow. Most of my interviews showed that for many years my interlocutors 
disregarded Colombian music, despite the fact that they were in permanent contact with 
it.   
Pianist Ricardo Gallo, who has been exploring the use of Colombian rhythmic 
patterns in jazz and avant-garde music for the past ten years, explains his own personal 
story like this:   
I believe that despite the fact that for each person it can be a little different 
there are certain things in common. All Colombians listened to Colombian 
music growing up, wanting it or not. Our generation grew up with 
Inravisión (Colombian government TV and radio), which in different 
occasions and in different ways promoted Colombian music. We grew up 
knowing what are a bambuco and a cumbia, and a vallenato. Now, finding 
that these things are valuable, and discovering that they ay imply many 
more elements beyond the most immediate one, that is a personal matter. 
(Ricardo Gallo, e-mail to author, May 14, 2008)  
As Ricardo points out, it is one thing is to be exposed to a musical genre and another to 
embrace it. Many of my interlocutors expressed that they were aware of the multiple 
mediated forms of Colombian music around them; however, they never paid close 




remembered that his parents knew several folk musicians; consequently, while he was 
growing up he had seen them playing gaita and marimba; however, he never paid much 
attention to them. He also used to explore his parents’ music collection, looking for rock 
albums, and always would pass through recordings by folklorists Delia and Manuel 
Zapata Olivella. Such was also the case with Juan David Castaño, whose father was an 
avid record collector. He remembers there was always some kind of Colombian music 
around his house, but he always neglected it since his main interest was in rock:  “At that 
time I had nothing to do with folklore, just rock, just a rocker” (Juan David Castaño, 
interview by author, June 16, 2009).   
Juan David and Urián, like many of their future colleagues in rock and the later 
fusion bands, also had contact with Colombian local music at school. Many of them 
attended primary and secondary schools with experimental pedagogical methods that 
privileged arts education, such as the E.P.E Escuela Pedagógica Experimental  
(Experimental Pedagogical School) and Colegio Psicopedagogico (which later changed 
its name to Colegio Integral).38 For example, in the case of la E.P.E, Juan Sebastián 
Monsalve (interview by author, July 28, 2009) remembers that most of his music teachers 
were members of Nueva Cultura (New Culture), a non-governmental organization whose 
members engaged in the research, education, and performance of Colombian music (see 
Ochoa 1996). Despite the fact that these teachers exposed Juan Sebastián to several local 
folkloric forms, he disregarded them and instead focused on Western classical music, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
38 Many of my interlocutors went enrolled in one or both of these schools at some point 
in their childhood. Some of them who I have mentioned or will mention in this thesis are:  
Juan David Castaño, Lucho Gaitán, Alejandro Montaña, Juan Sebastián Monsalve, Vania 
Otero, Urián Sarmiento, Martin Vejarano. Other notable new Colombian music 
performers that went to these or similar schools are: Ivan Altafuya, Sergio Mejia, 




which he was learning at the youth symphonic orchestra, and the rock bands he was 
forming with school and neighborhood friends. Alejandro Montaña (interview by author, 
July 21, 2009) remembers a similar experience. His music teacher at Colegio Integral 
introduced him to drumming from the Colombian Caribbean. However, he used the little 
he learned about percussion to play ska with some classmates.  
From these examples we see that despite the capacity of music to affect bodies 
and sensibilities is not always actualized; consequently we can recognize different forms 
of listening, or of giving oneself to the musical object. At the same time, we have a 
preference for other music genres (primarily rock in the case of Colombian musicians). 
Both observations lead us to think of the structuring of musical affect through taste.  
For Antoine Hennion (2001; 2007a; 2007b), taste is a reflexive activity. First, it 
implies:  
An attention to, a suspension of, a stopping at what is happening – and 
symmetrically, a stronger presence of the object being tasted. The object 
also advances, takes its time, unfurls and exhibits itself {…} Form a 
fortuitous, isolated event that happens to you, one moves into the 
continuity of an ongoing interest. (Hennion 2007b:108)  
However, this does not assume that the reflection of the actors implies a degree of 
calculation and awareness (Hennion 2007a).   
Tasting implies capturing and structuring affect into feeling and emotion. Such 
structuring occurs by checking a sensation against previous ones. Taste is not just an act 
of sensing but making aware (Hennion 2007b). Taste is thus identified by self-expression, 
is formed as it is expressed and is expressed as it is formed (Hennion 2007a). In this 




Besides the reflexive act of tasting, every taste as Bourdieu (1984) pointed out, 
implies some kind of distaste, a comparison or distinction. This was clear during my 
interviews when some of my interlocutors remembered that as teenagers they not only 
disregarded Colombian music but actually felt disdain for it or approached it as “kitsch” 
or a joke. Some young Bogotanos saw the less mediated forms such as gaita music 
played by the Gaiteros de San Jacinto as a novelty or exotic act. Urián Sarmiento 
remembers that when he played the drum kit for 1280 Almas (1280 Souls), a very popular 
ska-rock band from Bogotá, he had the chance to share the stage with the gaiteros in a 
concert at the National University: 
I remember that I would see them and say:  “Oh so beautiful,” but at the 
third song one was just chatting with friends. I felt everything was the 
same, they changed from one rhythm to the other, but everything was the 
same thing. One felt like a little disdain. When one looks at those rustic 
handmade instruments, one thinks that those musics do not matter. I paid 
more attention to the European instruments. (Urián Sarmiento, interview 
by author, June 9, 2009)39  
Urián’s remark and the attitude of his peers at school show the binary opposition 
between tradition and modernity that has marked Latin America since the early 20th 
century. Local culture is portrayed as traditional and simple in comparison to the 
European culture. What I find interesting in this case is that the mediation of such 
representation and taste occurs not exclusively through the music itself, but through 
material mediators. As Hennion explains (1997), different mediators will have different 
constituencies depending on the type of music under consideration. “An essential 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
39 Years later Urián established strong relations with some of the members of the 
Gaiteros de San Jacinto, and recorded and commercially released the music of Sayas and 




instrument for some is, for others, a barrier to musical enjoyment, or authenticity, the 
means of making music serve other interests – the market, technique, performance, the 
consumer” (Hennion 1997:417). In this case, the episteme of modernity rules over the 
selection of the mediators. Urián dismisses the instrument as simple, rustic, and 
traditional. He chooses those mediators which signal modernity and progress.  
Young Bogotanos not only viewed local music played with handmade rustic 
instruments with disdain. They also saw highly mediated forms of local music such as 
vallenato and chucu chucu in the same way. Pedro Ojeda (interview by author, August 
10, 2009) remembers that during his high school years, with a sarcastic attitude he would 
make mix tapes of these musical genres and would call them “corroncho” (tacky, which 
also is an insult to costeños)40. He did several volumes of tapes and distributed them 
among friends. Despite this, he felt an attraction for the music; he would hide it or listen 
to it as a guilty pleasure. In this sense, taste also operated as a sign of distinction. As a 
middle class Bogotano, Pedro was not openly embracing costeño music.  
In this case taste is also about discovering oneself through the repeated contact 
with the object and what was not perceived (Hennion 2007a). Today Pedro is a member 
of Frente Cumbiero, a band whose work acknowledges and advocates for chucu chucu 
and other styles of música tropical as an early and sophisticated form of experimentation 
of with Colombian music.  
It is important to note that all of these musicians found the Colombian music 
records in their family collections. In a certain way they were neglecting some of the 
music their parents listened to. Somehow this attitude projected into the future when 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  




these musicians began to claim they were the first ones discovering traditional music and 
experimenting with it. Clearly their parents were involved with these musics and in many 
cases were performers that also experimented with these musics. However, new 
Colombian musicians in the early years seemed to neglect the previous generation 
influence, even though it came from home in many cases.  
Not all of my interlocutors neglected Colombian music in their childhood. Some 
of them began to establish affective and emotional relationships with it since they were 
very young. Family members and daily life activities usually mediated this relationship. 
Ricardo Gallo explains that his parents always listened to music from different regions of 
the country. Despite the fact that most of his parents’ record collection consisted 
primarily of recordings of traditional and more mediated forms of music form the 
Caribbean region, he remembers that when he was four years old he would sing 
bambucos from the interior. A few years later, when he began to play the piano, he did 
not receive a “formal” music education, but his teacher would teach him how to play 
bambucos and famous música tropical tunes by ear. Referring to Colombian music in 
general, he says: “I always respected and appreciated that music, when I got older, maybe 
I liked some things more than others. However, when I finally began to decide what to 
listen to, I listened to rock of course, the first albums I heard were rock recordings” 
(Ricardo Gallo e-mail to author, May 14, 2008). 
The impact that Colombian music had on Ricardo at an early age, mediated by the 
few recordings and adults around him, was overshadowed by the stronger influence of 
rock in with its mass-mediated forms; however, this was not the case for everyone. There 




had established with Colombian music at an early age. This is the case of Juanita 
Delgado, who today is one of the few jazz singers in Colombia, and who participated in 
several new Colombian music bands such as Manguala and Comadre Araña (Sister 
Spider). According to Juanita (interview by author, July 10, 2009), she grew up in a 
family in which people listened to many things. On one hand, her father was a salsa 
record collector, and his brothers collected jazz and blues. Her mother’s family was from 
Manizales, a city in the coffee region of Colombia, and they would listen to tango and 
pasodobles.41 At the same time, that side of the family also listened to Colombian popular 
music such as canciones de despecho (broken heart songs) (Colombian versions of 
Mexican rancheras), chucu chucu, and bambucos. Like Ricardo, she first learned how to 
sing these genres. Unlike her future peers, who disregarded Colombian music at their 
school, Juanita engaged with it joining a gaita group. She started as a dancer, later began 
playing the alegre drum, then became a singer where she learned how to play alegre 
drum, and later began singing.  
We can see that tasting requires an active engagement, a special disposition, 
(Hennion (2001; 2007a; 2007b) uses the French word amateur), not as a non-
professional, but someone engaged in a systematic activity, which makes them develop 
their sensibilities. In the case of music he uses the term “music lovers” as music users, 
that is “active practitioners of a love for music, weather it involves playing, being part of 
a group, attending concerts or listening to records or the radio” (Hennion 2001:1). 
As I have illustrated, most of my interlocutors were music users. They were 
actively engaged in exchanging records, teaching instrument lessons, and attending 
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concerts. However, media and their surroundings had trained their sensibilities to 
appreciate rock and jazz. Music appreciation requires a frame of reference and training.  
Taste an activity is accompanied through a collective which provides a 
frame, the relevance of an effort, and which guaranties results, 
accompanies, guides, puts into words. There is no taste as long as one is 
alone, facing objects; no amateur knows from the outset how to appreciate 
good things, or simply what she/he likes (Hennion 2007a:135) 
Taste is a framed activity that requires its own spaces and routines. One learns how to 
listen from others.   
Besides the closed spaces of home and school, the interactions in the 
neighborhood let some of my interlocutors engage with gaita music, especially those who 
grew up in downtown Bogotá. Vania Otero grew up in La Macarena, a neighborhood 
inhabited mostly by actors, artists, intellectuals, and academics. She remembers that 
music from the Caribbean region in their more traditional forms were very popular 
among many of her neighbors. When she was 12 years old, she joined El Tunel, a music 
school just a few blocks from her house. There she began to receive gaita music lessons 
from Jose Plata, one of the members of the Gaiteros de San Jacinto. The neighbors 
would ask the children to perform at private parties. Vania (interview by author, August 
10, 2009) especially remembers that many people from the neighborhood would travel to 
the carnival de Barranquilla, those who had to stay in Bogotá got together and celebrated 
with the children’ music. La Macarena did not only offer Colombian music within the 
context of schools and family and reunions. The neighborhood has always been one of 
the centers of nightlife in Bogotá and the Gaiteros the San Jacinto were part of it.  
Juan Sebastián Monsalve, also grew up in la Macarena, and says that he got to 




became known for its restaurants, but during the previous decade, the attractions were La 
Teja Corrida, El Quiebracanto, el Goce Pagano, bars known for their salsa DJs. Back 
then, these places had live music almost every night.42 Juan Sebastián remembers that 
since he was very young he would join the adult’s parties to listen to music and that is 
how he had the chance to see the Gaiteros de San Jacinto perform almost every week at la 
Teja Corrida: 
I got to know gaita music in front of my house; it became part of my daily 
life. I would hear them (Gaiteros de San Jacinto) every week. I would also 
hear the reggae bands and salsa. Salsa dura arrived to that zone of Bogotá 
during that time, between 1985 and 1990. (Juan Sebastián Monsalve, 
interview by author, July 28, 2009)   
The traditional and folkloric version of gaita music was not the only one Juan 
Sebastián experienced. He was already performing with Maria Sabina, his mother’s 
band, as a teenager. They performed in some of the bars at La Macarena and others in La 
Candalaria, sharing the stage in the later ones with Distrito Especial and some of the 
early Vives rock-fusion bands. At the same time, his mother had been incorporating 
Colombian local music sounds into her compositions with the help of new members who 
joined the band. Urián and other teenagers close to the Monsalve family got in touch with 
these musicians and participated in workshops organized by them. By this time, most of 
them were getting into college and their relationship with music from the Caribbean 
region began to change. 
We have seen that despite the capacity of music to affect bodies and sensibilities, 
it requires an active engagement and reflexive exercise to transform into an emotion. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  




Tasting or appreciating an aesthetic object is framed within specific spaces and time 
periods; at the same time, it involves the deployment of multiple mediations and 
mediators. In the following section, I will expand on how taste begins to articulate 
identity.  
 
Learning From Others: Becoming a Colombian Music User  
 
When many of the teenagers I mentioned in the previous section reached their late 
teens and early twenties, their relationship with local Colombian music started to change, 
as they began to be surrounded by people of previous generations researching and 
performing local music. At the same time, they engaged with the new mediations that 
emerged during the 1990s in the work of rock, jazz, and pop music artists. These 
relationships and mediations rearticulated these teenagers' associations with Colombian 
music and they began to transform their musical taste. In this section, I will look in detail 
at some examples of these processes and rearticulations. First, I will address the impact of 
Carlos Vives and his highly mediated version of vallenato with gaita music. Second, I 
will look at the impact that Colombian music fusions with jazz and rock and some of its 
performers had on many of these teens. Third, I will show how these young musicians 
also connected with individuals who had been researching and performing local music 
since the late 1970s. Finally, I will look at the relationships the young rockers established 
with musicians from the Caribbean region who moved to Bogotá, specifically members 
of Los Gaiteros de San Jacinto. None of the processes and associations I will explain 




approached Colombian music only through one of these mediators and networks, while 
others were associated with several of them. Furthermore, none of these processes is 
linear; in some cases the associations happened at the same time, and in others with 
months, and even years between them. 
When Carlos Vives became a national commercial success in the early 1990s 
playing vallenato, his music began to be heard almost everywhere in Bogotá. It was 
always on the radio and television, and it was common to listen to it in public places and 
private parties. 43 Ricardo Gallo remembers his experience with Vives' music back then: 
I remember that in 1993 when Clásicos de la Provincia came out 
everybody liked it. It was surprising, since I did not like very much the 
pop and party music than most people listened to back then, but everybody 
liked this album. I remember that my group of friends who were interested 
in music also liked this album, maybe because it had some “rock.” That 
was the first time I listened to a gaita, and I remember that Carlos Vives 
spoke about the instrument. (Ricardo Gallo, e-mail to author, May 14, 
2008) 
As I mentioned earlier, Carlos Vives was able to mediate the social significance 
of the gaita among middle class urban teenagers by incorporating it into the 1990s global 
music trends of world and Latin music. In other words, for some people, gaita's 
significance changed when it was articulated into a different network alongside European 
instruments and technological devices. This does not mean that the gaita stopped 
signifying tradition; indeed, Vives included it in his work to reify the notion of tradition 
and authenticity (see Ochoa 1998). As Simon Frith (2000) points out, the discourse of 
world music has focused primarily on the tension between the authentic and inauthentic 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
43 Even by the late 2000s, some of the songs Vives recorded in the early 1990s are still 




musical experience. Despite the fact that Vives was performing a fusion he was actively 
imbuing it with a sense of place-based originality. This was evident in a TV series that 
accompanied the release of the album La Tierra del Olvido, which showed Vives 
traveling to the original sources of the music. Jaime Ospina, who at the time participated 
in several rock bands as a bass player, was deeply touched by these images: 
There is a picture in the booklet of Clásicos de la Provincia of Carlos 
Vives walking through Riohacha with his four friends. That generated a 
strong impression on me, to see Carlos Vives walking with his mochila 
(local hand bag), with his long hair, discovering Colombia. There was a 
TV show, related to their tour; Teto and Gilbert were in it. You could see 
them arriving at the houses of the masters. That documentary impressed 
me a lot, because it was like finding music in that, in the most primordial 
in the most traditional things. Because it is not that one likes or dislikes 
things, one is taught to like things. (Jaime Ospina, interview by author, 
July 28, 2009)44  
Jaime points to a deep personal feeling when he talks about the images; in addition, he 
briefly mentions the impact of media in taste formation. There is not only a personal 
choice and affective relation between the images and the music, but a whole network 
composed of individuals, images, sounds, acting upon individuals like Ricardo and 
Jaime. Using Hennion’s words: 
Loving music is not simply a matter of a particular piece; it passes through 
a multitude of mediators, beginning with the present – the sound of an 
instrument, the atmosphere of a hall, the grain of a record, the tone of a 
voice, the body of a musician, - but also in the duration of a history – 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
44 Riohacha is the capital of La Guajira the northernmost state of Colombia. Teto 
Ocampo was the guitarist for Carlos Vives band and later with Bloque de Busqueda. 
Gilbert Martinez played gaita and drums in both bands. Years later they would join Jaime 
in one of the first music ensembles that emerged after the street jams, Manguala led by 





scores, repertories and styles, genres and more or less stable forms-, or for 
each individual – a past, works heard, moments lost, desires unfulfilled, 
roads traveled with others, and so on (Hennion 2007a:137).  
Of course Carlos Vives’ music did not resonate equally with everybody. Some 
considered it too commercial or light. 
 There were other mediators and mediations through which people began to 
appreciate music from the Colombian Caribbean region. El Bloque de Busqueda, a band 
formed by some of the members from Vives’ band, but independent for his music project, 
reached “alternative” music audiences by activating a different mediation of Colombian 
music that was closer to rock aesthetics. According to my interviews, for some teenagers 
who played in rock bands during the 1990s and later became involved with Colombian 
music, El Bloque was a cult band. This was the case of Pedro Ojeda (interview by author, 
August 10, 2009). Others like Juan Sebastián Monsalve (interview by author, July 
28,2009) had seen Distrito Especial, the band that anteceded El Bloque and Carlos Vives, 
perform at local bars. Despite the fact that most of my interlocutors were aware of the 
existence of these bands and the characteristics of their work, they never listened to them 
live or in recordings.   
Not everybody had access to Colombian music through those mediations that still 
engaged with the mediators and aesthetics of rock. As I mentioned in the previous 
chapter, Urián Sarmiento and Juan Sebastián Monsalve had gained interest in jazz 
through a fellow elder musician who played in Maria Sabina (Juan Sebastián’s mother 
band). When they entered Universidad Javeriana in the mid 1990s to study music, they 
had the chance to study with saxophonist Antonio Arnedo and to receive workshops from 




 Universidad Javeriana opened their undergraduate program in music in 1991. 
Juan Sebastián Monsalve was in the second cohort of students to be admitted in the 
program to study composition a couple of years later. He, and some other students who 
joined later and were interested in jazz, asked the university for a jazz instructor 
(interview by author, July 28, 2009). Arnedo had just returned from Boston were he 
studied at Berklee College of Music with a Thelonious Monk Institute Scholarship 
(Antonio Arnedo, interview by author, June 9, 2009). He began teaching a small cohort 
of students most of whom would later become performers of new Colombian music. 
Once Juan Sebastián graduated, he joined the faculty and replaced Arnedo as the jazz 
instructor, and many of his students ended up performing Colombian musical fusions as 
well. Takeishi lived in Colombia between 1983 and 1895 and studied several Colombian 
percussion techniques. During the 1990s, he traveled frequently from New York City to 
Bogotá to give workshops at Universidad Javeriana. Urián Sarmiento remembers that 
Takeishi’s technique really surprised him.  
Watching that guy play those rhythms or that music with that jazz 
perspective, a little more universal and valorizing and concentrated in the 
knowledge of the masters, that was a much stronger vision […] My thing 
was the drum kit, well it still is, but back then I only played drums. So, 
watching that guy was like:  “Fuck! That is the way to go!” To hear him 
talk and say he came to Colombia to learn from snare drum players made 
me question myself. That man was a virtuoso player, but he assumed he 
came here to learn and that he had much to learn. (Urián Sarmiento, 
interview by author, June 9, 2009)45  
Takeishi's overall approach to Colombian music affected Urián just as Carlos 
Vives had done with others. However, it is important to note that Arnedo and Takeishi’s 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
45 In the Caribbean and Pacific regions, there are brass bands that play local music. Like 




music is very different aesthetically from the vallenato of Carlos Vives, and therefore its 
significance and the way it is valued.46 Urián took some lessons with Takeishi, developed 
his own style on the drum kit, and began to teach others. Pedro Ojeda, who was studying 
music at Universidad Javeriana and taking drums lessons with Urián, remembered how 
his perception of music changed during his college years:  
At that time, we were already beginning to try to play jazz, but influenced 
with music from here. That was in part due to the influence that Antonio 
Arnedo was having in the music department and the local cultural scene in 
Bogotá. He released a record called “Travesía” with Satoshi Takeishi and 
seeing that man play those local rhythms was hallucinating. That became a 
school. Urián came from there, and then all the other drummers began to 
attach to that trend. Even more because it sounded super catchy, pleasant. 
It was different to what we had been doing. We had been into the more 
rigid format of rock, in playing loud and al that. We realized there were 
other forms of playing the drums. (Pedro Ojeda, interview by author, 
August 10, 2009)47  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
46 The Colombian music industry has tried to reproduce Carlos Vives success. During the 
2000s, many artists imitating his sound have emerged incorporating elements of local 
Colombian music. Colombians call this style tropi-pop and currently its major exponent 
is Fonseca. Some music commentators and musicians consider this style another form of 
new Colombian music. Juan Sebastián Monsalve (interview by author, July 28, 2009) 
says while the experimentations with free jazz and electronic music are one side of the 
spectrum of new Colombian music, tropi-pop represents the other end, and everything 
else is in between. Others like Jacobo Vélez consider tropi-pop as the antithesis of new 
Colombian music, highly mediated simplified and simplified fusions with very little 
artistic value. Some of the musicians of the bands I address in this dissertation were able 
to make a living and keep their projects running by working in he bands of tropi-pop 
musicians.  
47 The Cuao brothers and German Sandoval, other jazz drummers at the time, were doing 
similar explorations. Urián acknowledged their work; nonetheless, for him as for many 
others Satoshi Takeishi represented a different and more appealing aesthetic. On this 
respect Urián said: The Cuao brothers played drums but with the style of a big band, 
somewhat rigid, with all the feeling, but not with the freedom of Satoshi” (Urián 





Pedro first reaffirms the impact Arnedo’s and Satoshi Takeishi’s music had on 
young jazz musicians, and like others describes it in terms of feeling. In addition, he 
raises two points. First, he states that Takeishi became the forefather of most new 
Colombian music drummers. This situation seems somewhat ironic consideringe his 
Japanese origins. Nonetheless, he was not the first foreigner to show Colombian culture 
to this generation of rockers. Other examples are Peter Gabriel, who recorded Toto La 
Momposina, or the British DJ Will Holland a.k.a Quantic, who in the past five years has 
been reissuing old Colombian recordings and putting them into circulation again. On this 
issue Jacobo Vélez comments: “There is something strange with the self-esteem of 
Colombians. Like what is ours is not valuable, over the foreign […] A Frenchman or a 
British guy and say:  Hey here is your thing, it’s good!” (Jacobo Vélez, interview by 
author, August 30, 2006)   
According to Hennion (2007a; 2007b), music users are usually initiated by 
another music user, one who has already mastered the techniques and dispositions of 
tasting. What is interesting in these cases is that, those ‘expert’ music users are foreign – 
a good example that leaves with no foundation the idea of identity politics, which states 
that only people from one specific culture or group can really appreciate the music they 
produce (Frith 1996a).   
However, Pedro also points out that the influence of his own peers was significant 
in the discovery of local Colombian music. Urián teaching others to play drums was 
another one of the processes that began to articulate the new network; as they developed 




different from the ones of their predecessors. We see here how taste creates attachments, 
forms groups and communities, instead of simply signifying them.  
For example Juan Sebastián Monsalve, influenced by Arnedo, wrote ten pieces 
for jazz quintet based on ten rhythmic patterns of the Caribbean region combined with 
jazz harmonies. These pieces became the foundation of Juan Sebastián and Urián’s jazz 
projects in the following years, and of Curupira, one of the first bands to emerge from the 
street jams (Juan Sebastián Monsalve, interview by author, July 28, 2009). According to 
Urián the first Colombian rhythmic patterns came from those compositions:  “I knew 
Juan Sebastián’s version. El chandé upside down… composed by him, taught by him, 
based in some rhythms he found” (Urián Sarmiento, interview by author, June 9, 2009). 
The future new Colombian musicians also interacted with less mediated versions 
of gaita music by interacting with musicians who had traveled around the country and 
conducted research on different local musics. One of these individuals was Milena 
Contreras, a classical pianist who had learned Taketina in Germany and returned to 
Colombia to teach the technique.48 Many of the teenagers who would later participate in 
the street jams (such as Urián) took music lessons with Milena at some point in their 
lives. In her lessons Milena would always bring examples from Colombian music, and 
show the young musicians recordings she had done of gaiteros and Afro-Colombian 
drummers from the Caribbean region. In my interviews, many of Milena’s students 
remember that these lessons strengthened their interest in Colombian music. For some, 
like Alejandro Aponte, who would become the leader of Manguala, Milena’s influence 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
48 Taketina is a music method based on the study of rhythm, which, according to its 





urged him to travel to the Caribbean region to study with Afro-Colombian drummers 
(Alejandro Aponte, interview by author, July 15, 2009). Others like Urián, acknowledged 
her comments on local music genres, but still focused primarily in their development as 
jazz musicians (Urián Sarmiento, interview by author, June 9, 2009).    
Finally, the young musicians had contact with local musicians who had moved to 
Bogotá from their town of origin. This was the case of Joche Plata, who was a member of 
los Gaiteros de San Jacinto. Juan David Castaño (interview by author, June 16, 2009) 
remembers he met Joche by coincidence after he signed up for Latin Percussion classes. 
One of his teachers was Arturo Suescún, a musician who during the 1980s had been 
traveling around the country with a theater group called La Papaya Partida (The 
Chopped Papaya) and learning about local music genres. By the late 1990s, Suescún led a 
cumbiamba called Cumbadá, and he hired Joche Plata to be the main percussionist in the 
band. Juan David, who did not have any experience playing gaita music, joined the band 
to make some extra money, since the band had regular concerts at libraries and cultural 
centers that paid well. Juan David remembers that he encountered gaita music directly 
from one of its must renowned performers: 
Joche told me: “Nice to meet you, this is the llamador, you hit it like this.” 
I had to start playing llamador for Joche Plata. It was an intensive course. 
From the beginning I was in a music that made me crazy, enchanted. I 
began to study a lot. I also began to learn from people with very high 
profiles. (Juan David Castaño, interview by author, June 16, 2009) 
Juan David was not the only one to establish a relationship with the Gaiteros of 
San Jacinto. Several years later, once the street jams were already happening, Urián 
would visit the gaiteros and hang out with them for many hours. Sometimes he would 




Joche and other gaiteros would also give him cassette recordings from some of their 
presentations so he could study with them. Urián later circulated the videos and the audio 
recordings among his friends who participated in the street jams. Joche also provided the 
young musicians with gaitas and drums he fabricated or brought from his hometown.   
The associations that these musicians began to establish with different networks 
and mediators was not enough for them to engage completely with this music and pushed 
them to go out to and play in the street. First, they needed to confront their national 
identity by traveling outside Colombia. In the following section I will address some of 
these experiences abroad and their impact upon the travelers return to Colombia.  
 
Travel: Transformative Experiences and Confronting National Identity 
 
Despite the previous contacts many of my interlocutors had with gaita music 
during their lives, trips abroad and inside the country deeply changed their perception and 
approximation of this music. In this section, I will first show how the trips abroad forced 
these young Colombians to reassert their national identity through music. The 
experiences traveling and the influence of some of their music teachers urged many of 
them to travel inside Colombia to visit gaita musicians in their hometowns to learn from 
them. Almost every single person I interviewed formally and informally during my 
fieldwork traveled outside the country and to different regions of Colombia between 1995 
and 2009 to learn about local or foreign music. These trips lasted from a few days to 
several months, and in every case, they turned out to be highly significant. Due to the 
heterogeneous and large amounts of experiences that happened in different periods, in 




in the narrations about the history of new Colombia music appear as foundational 
moments. Second, I will give a general overview of the trips inside Colombia, which 
continue to happen today. With this section, I want to point out that despite all the 
aforementioned associations between the young musicians with different mediations of 
local Colombian music, it was necessary for them to leave Bogotá in order to fully 
appreciate and feel a need to embrace Colombian music.    
The first of these foundational trips that musicians and fans often mention is the 
one Juan Sebastián Monsalve and Urián Sarmiento took to India. In 1998, the two young 
musicians decided to travel to the South Asian country to learn more about its music and 
culture. During the six month trip, Urián took tabla lessons, while Juan Sebastián began 
to learn how to play the sitar. They spent a big portion of their time traveling around the 
country listening and learning from local musicians. At the beginning, they found India 
fascinating and strange; however, this impression began to change as time passed by. 
According to Urián: “During the trip we kind of felt like we were in a familiar place, 
because India resembled Colombia in some way. So we thought we could be doing this at 
home, in our own country” (Urián Sarmiento, interview by author, June 9, 2009).   
For Juan Sebastián the trip was a life-changing experience. When I talked to him 
in 2009, eleven years after the trip, he said he felt that he was still processing some of the 
information he gathered in India, and still felt passionate about Indian culture; 
nonetheless, it was his experience with Indian music what pushed him forward to engage 
with local Colombian music: 
We had already recorded albums, had created fusions, we had won 
awards, but we realized that the knowledge we had of folklore was really 
very superficial, that we had to experience it in its context, that we had to 




instruments. So we returned to study gaita, study drums. That purpose is 
what gave birth to Curupira. (Juan Sebastián Monsalve, interview by 
author, July 28, 2009) 
The experience of Indian culture in its context prompted Urián and Juan Sebastián to 
travel around Colombia and form their fusion band; in addition, studying Indian music 
gave them the opportunity to understand Colombian local music in its less mediated 
form.  
Urián, who had earlier found the gaita music plain and simple, had a very 
different experience when he saw Paíto and Los Gaiteros de Punta Brava upon his return 
from India:  
Milena called to tell me that Paíto was coming to play with Encarnación. I 
did not know who they were, but that night I went out to see them play. I 
had my head on the tabla and studying it a lot. When I arrived that night 
and saw El Diablo play, I could not believe what that man was playing. It 
was like seeing a tabla player. I understood the phrases the mas was 
playing… It was like uncovering a veil and being able to see music with a 
lot of forms and rules. They were not playing any random thing. I feel the 
capacity for fully appreciating that came thanks to India, because the 
instruments were the same:  Homemade instruments, rustic, simple, 
handmade, nothing industrial, doing some incredible things. That was like 
getting my feet on the ground, because at the time I only cared about the 
drum kit and the famous jazz players, and what has happening in the 
United States and Europe. I saw El Diablo and said: “What is up with this 
guy?” Moreover, that man developed and developed phrases. Since I was 
into rhythmic phrases, I understood everything. I knew where he began 
and where he ended. (Urián Sarmiento, interview by author, June 9, 2009)  
This is perfect example of that reflexive moment that the music user needs to engage with 
the music. After the engagement with several mediations, mediators, and music user, he 
had sharped his senses to feel the music that he had previously disregarded.  
Beautiful things only give themselves to those who give themselves to 




tasting, the act is embellished. From an isolated chance event one moves 
on to the continuity of an interest, and then the moment becomes an 
opportunity among others in a course based on past opportunities 
(Hennion 2007a:134). 
Following this line of though, Hennion (2007a) states that taste also depends on 
the techniques of the presentation of the self that both the object and the music user 
develop. These are the comparisons, rehearsals, comments and discussions, test and trials 
of one’s own preferences. Foucault defines the “arts of existence” or “techniques of the 
self” as:  
Those intentional and voluntary actions by which men not only set 
themselves rules of conduct, but also seek to transform themselves, to 
change themselves in their singular being, and to take their life into an 
oeuvre that carries certain aesthetic values and meets certain stylistic 
criteria (Saldanha 2007:13).   
Saldanha expands on the notion that Foucault applied to men in antiquity and 
claims:   
I think it’s safe to say that no social formation would be possible without 
its members constantly working on their selves, without a constant 
vigilance to what bodies do and can do, when and where. Transformations 
of self can therefore both make individuality flourish and simultaneously 
tie individuals into social formations (Saldanha 2007:13–14).  
Tasting requires a specific disposition of the body, a transformation of the senses 
that create attachments and lead to group making. The transformation of the sensorium 
and the reflexive activity that enables the construction of the self are not the only 
constituents of groups and making articulators of identity. Such articulation also happens 
at a discursive level, for example when some of these young musicians tried to find a way 




By the late 1990s, several young Colombians traveled to Cuba to receive an 
education in the arts. Cuban arts education institutions had a very good reputation in 
Colombia, despite the fact that Colombian universities had undergrad programs in music, 
film and television, and art. Cuban schools were more affordable to many Colombians 
than colleges in other parts of the world such as Europe and the United States. In the 
specific case of music, many saw in Cuba the opportunity to study popular music genres 
and especially jazz. For this reason a cohort of Colombian musicians coming from 
Bogotá, Pereira, and Medellín met in Havana. In interviews, the musicians expressed a 
love/hate relationship with the island. They found it attractive and interesting; 
nonetheless, the living conditions were difficult. Most of them opted to return to Bogotá 
after six months or even less, others stayed for periods of two to three years.  
The main destination for the Colombian students was ENA Escuela Nacional de 
Arte (Cuban national school for the arts). They all had different experiences at the 
institution. All praise the fact that they could study at the same time Western classical and 
popular music traditions. This was the case of Alejandro Montana who went to study 
classical percussion, but later began learning Cuban traditional music. Vania Otero went 
to study classical voice technique, but after a year decided to focus on dance and popular 
music performance. Others like, Jacobo Vélez, Lucho Gaitán, Pedro Ojeda and Jaime 
Ospina were interested primarily on jazz.   
Despite the good reputation of ENA in Colombia, many did not find the school to 
be what they expected. Mateo Molano, who is currently the leader of Tumbacatre, 
remembers that the teachers seemed unmotivated and regularly did not showed up to 




However, he stated that Havana was the perfect place to study since there was nothing 
else to do besides practice and go to the movies, at least until he met the rest of 
Colombians in 1998 his second year on the island. He describes his second year like this:  
“It was like going from the convent to a brothel” (Mateo Molano, interview by author, 
June 18, 2009). He remembers the heavy partying the group of Colombians would often 
meet to party; nonetheless, drinking and hanging out was not the only tie that brought 
these students together.  
Some of these musicians knew each other from college in Colombia. Others had 
been members in the same rock bands. Once on the island, like every immigrant 
community, they began getting together. As new students arrived, relatives or friends in 
Bogotá told them about people they knew who were studying in Havana. In some cases, 
they met randomly because they lived in the same neighborhood. This did not happen 
immediately, and many of them (such as Mateo), spent their first year mostly alone. Once 
they established a Colombian community, however they had the idea of performing 
music from their country.  
 Just as Urián and Juan Sebastián who began to think about Colombian music 
while they were traveling through India, the students in Havana felt forced to perform 
Colombian music by their Cuban and other fellow Latin American peers. Most of them 
remember that when they were hanging out with other Latin students, these would ask 
them about local Colombian music. Mateo Molano described the interaction it like this:  
One arrives from a country with a lot of music like this one, and meets the 
Cubans who are very virtuosic and build that virtuosism from their own 
music. So they tell you:  “Play something Colombian,” and you think: 
“Fuck, I do not know anything Colombian, what a shame!” (Mateo 




Jaime Ospina develops this point from a different point of view: 
I knew many Argentinians who were in love with Colombia. That is the 
moment where I fell in love with my country. I had to leave, and had to 
meet people who loved my country to really give up to that feeling. I made 
some friends who played tango, very much in love with their tango. I 
would see them playing their bandoneon and their music with such 
conviction, and I would say:  “Fuck, I can’t do that. I don’t know any 
cumbia, or any rhythm. I do not know anything!” (Jaime Ospina, interview 
by author, July 28, 2009) 
Since the Colombian students had little or no knowledge of Colombian local 
music, they began to learn and did so by listening to the few available recordings of 
Colombian music they could get in the island. Carlos Vives’ albums were the first they 
could access. Then they asked people who would travel back to Bogotá to bring them 
more recorded music and some cassette copies of Petrona Martinez’s Le Bullerengue, and 
Toto la Momoposina’s La Candela Viva began to circulate within the Colombian 
students. Later, other travelers began to bring into the Island copies of the recordings 
Urián had made or received from the Gaiteros de San Jacinto, as well as musical 
instruments. Vania Otero (interview by author, August 10, 2009) remembers they would 
meet at someone’s apartment to listen to the recordings, which in many cases had a very 
bad sound quality because they were copies of copies.  
The tape exchange was also happening in Bogotá among those musicians who did 
not travel abroad. Jorge Sepulveda (interview by author, July 7, 2009) remembers he 
would play Petrona’s music on his home stereo and play maracón on top of the 
recording, despite the fact that bullerengue does not include this instrument. Urián 
(interview by author, June 9, 2009) would go to the local library looking for field 




Bermúdez had released. Several of the songs that would be later performed on the streets 
were renditions of these recordings.  
The Colombian students in Cuba began to learn from each other and form practice 
groups. Since some students, like Vania, had some training in gaita music as children, 
they began to teach the basic rhythmic patterns and techniques to the others. Mateo 
Molano (interview by author, June 18, 2009) remembers that the way they were playing 
was very simple and schematic, but that with time they began to improve.   
The informal gathering of friends became a stable study group and later a band. 
The Colombian students began rehearsing in an event room in the neighborhood that 
most of them lived in. Practice would take several hours and everyone who was 
interested could join. As students returned to Bogotá, they began doing the same thing on 
the corner of 19th street and 7th Avenue. While in Cuba they formed a band calle Puro 
Pescao (Pure Fish). As Alejandro Montaña (interview by author, July 21, 2009) 
explained to me “meter pescao” (give fish) in Cuba means to swindle somebody. In a 
way, the young musicians felt they were faking a “Colombianess” by playing a music 
that was not actually theirs. At the same time, the fish was a referent of the ocean and the 
music to the coast that they were playing.   
With time, many felt the need to go back to Colombia because they got tired of 
Cuba, or they wanted to explore the music of their own country. This was the case with 
Alejandro Aponte, who upon his return from Cuba moved to Barranquilla and Cartagena, 
and began to take percussion lessons with Encarnación Tovar “El Diablo” (that same 
drummer who shocked Urián). Other young musicians who had not traveled abroad, like 




visited Encarnación. All of them remember that he lived in a tin hut in a very poor 
neighborhood in Cartagena inhabited primarily by Afro-Colombians. Juanita Delgado 
visited el Diablo and many other known traditional musicians in the Caribbean region, of 
which she says: 
I think that you learn more from them by listening them talk, and watching 
them play than by taking and actual lesson from them. So for me the 
learning method has been more passive, because I get overwhelmed by 
thinking I bother them. With “El Diablo,” fortunately, it was like that, and 
I was able to go several times to hear him and chat with him. We would sit 
down and he would drink rum and then more rum. (Juanita Delgado, 
interview by author, July 10, 2009) 
Many felt that the travels to visit traditional musicians in their hometowns marked 
their coming into adulthood. Many point out that they not only learned about music, but 
the daily chores of a household, like cooking. At the same time, they learned other ways 




In this chapter we see how the urge to find a national identity by the confrontation 
with other nationalities leads to the deployment of multiple objects, actors, mediations 
which begin to transform collectively the taste of a group of musicians. By articulating 
their musical taste, these musicians also articulating their own identity. There is not a 
passive reading of a musical object or a simple identification with it. We have a practice, 
constituted historically and collectively, which involves the actions of objects and 
humans. When these musicians returned to Colombia and began playing on the street, 




traditional music which ultimately would lead to new forms of listening, tasting, and 







Chapter 4: The Ethnicization of Colombia 
 
 
Afro-Pacific Music Hits Bogotá 
 
As the jams on 19th street spread throughout Bogotá’s downtown area in early 
2000, some of the musicians began to search for other Colombian music genres to 
explore and incorporate into the emerging fusions. Take for example, the case of Jacobo 
Vélez, who had grown up in Cali. This city in the southwest of Colombia is the third 
largest in the country, and despite being in a valley close to the Andes, is the urban center 
with most influence in the Pacific region. Due to the large migration of Afro-Colombians 
from the towns of the Pacific to Cali, Vélez had been partially exposed to traditional 
Afro-Pacific musics. Jacobo had traveled to Cuba, participated in the Colombian music 
ensembles in the island, and returned to Bogotá to try to make a living as a jazz musician. 
He brought to the jams some recordings of Afro-Pacific music and soon the street 
performances divided among those interested in traditional musics from the Colombian 
Caribbean and those interested in music of the Pacific regions.   
A few months later, a band named La Mojarra Eléctrica was creating an uproar in 
small venues and “alternative” cultural centers in Bogotá. With time, the band built a 
strong fan base that followed them on their almost weekly performances. What attracted 
the spectators was the unique sound of the band: dissonant polyphonies played by the 
horns accompanied by percussion instruments, which included a marimba, a wooden 




Eléctrica exotic, and strange; at the same time, it reassembled the chaotic sounds of the 
street in Bogotá.   
Almost at the end of every song Victor Hugo, the singer of the band, a tall Afro-
Colombian from the town of Guapi in the Pacific region of the country, would say:  “We 
play music from the Pacific. The Pacific is Colombia. And we are all Colombia.” Victor 
Hugo was embracing the discourse of the emergent multicultural nation the constitutional 
assembly had declared in 1991. Somehow, La Mojarra Eléctrica seemed to represent that 
new nation with Afro-Colombian and mestizo musicians on the stage, performing musics 
from a region, which had been marginal in the national context for centuries. In this 
chapter, I will trace the multiple processes that led to the emergence of La Mojarra 
Eléctrica and a new articulation of the new Colombian music scene. I will specifically 
look at how identity emerges as an articulation of difference and as a product of 
discourses. Continuing with the network perspective, I will show how specific discourses 
are enacted (Law 2004) through the articulation between the association of multiple 
human and non-human entities. I will focus on the impact discourses about race in 
Colombia and the state’s strategies to construct of black communities as political subjects 
(Escobar 2008; Restrepo 2004) had on new Colombian music.  
The chapter has seven parts. The first section deals with the representation of the 
Pacific region in Colombia, and the social and economic problems the region faces. 
Second, I will address the transformation of racial politics in Colombia and the 
ethnicization of black communities of the Pacific after the 1990s. The third section looks 
at Afro-Pacific musics and the role they play in the local communities and Colombian 




Pacific region especially by Afro-Caribbean music genres. The next section will deal 
with the processes through which young Afro-Colombians constituted their identity in 
relation to foreign music genres, especially balada, in the town of Guapi. In the sixth, I 
will look at the strategies that the Colombian government and Afro-Colombian social 
movements carried out to promote Afro-Pacific music. Finally, I will show how new 
Colombian music, which resulted in part from these strategies, also helped the valuation 
of traditional musics in the Pacific region. 
 
The Pacific Region: Marginality and Race 
 
Within the regional organization of Colombia, the Pacific region has a very 
different connotation than the one of the Colombian Caribbean due to its cultural and 
geographical characteristics. About 90 percent of the population of the Pacific region is 
Afro-Colombian; however, local social movements consider it a “region territory” of 
ethnic groups since indigenous communities and mestizos also inhabit the 1,300 
kilometers (808 miles) along the coast from southern Panama to northern Ecuador that 
constitute the Colombian Pacific (Asher 2009; Escobar 2008). These lands have a variety 
of ecosystems:  coral reefs, mangroves, rock and sand beaches, coastal and tropical 
forests, and several plant and animal species that in many cases are unique to the region; 
at the same time, there is a large supply of natural resources, primarily timber, platinum, 
silver, oil, and natural gas (Asher 2009). For this reason, multiple networks, such as the 
ones established by the Spanish conquest and slave trade, have integrated the region into 
the world and the interior of Colombia (Escobar 2008; Taussig 2004). Within the national 




country.49 In words of Arturo Escobar: “For most of its history, the Pacific was imagined 
as a faraway place doomed to backwardness by its very natural conditions, a place where 
only extraction of resources by outsiders was practicable. The situation was to change 
dramatically in the 1980s and 1990s” (Escobar 2008:28).  
During the last two decades of the 20th century, the Colombian government 
designed explicit strategies to incorporate the Pacific region into the national and 
transnational spheres in the name of development (Escobar 2008). The extensive reserves 
of natural resources and genetic diversity made the region a target of several economic 
interventions (Asher 2009). In the early 1990s, the Colombian government opened the 
economy under neo-liberal policies, and attempted to modernize the state with a new 
constitution that granted cultural and economic rights to black communities (Escobar 
2008).50 Consequently, the Pacific region became a site of struggle for economic projects 
and cultural politics that brought together development experts, activists, ecology 
advocates, capitalists, fortune seekers, government officials, and academics (Asher 2009; 
Escobar 2008). The presence and interaction of these different actors led to the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
49 For the representation of the Pacific as a marginal region, see Asher (2009), Birenbaum 
(2006), Escobar (2008), Taussig (2004), Wade (1993). 
50 With the Constitution of 1991, the Colombian state looked to expand democratic 
participation by strengthening civil society and decentralizing the political administration 
(Asher 2009; Palacios 2006); at the same time, it declared Colombia y as a multiethnic 
and pluricultural nation granting cultural and economic rights to ethnic minorities (Ochoa 
2003b). The Constitution included the Artículo Transitorio (Temporary Article) 55, 
which advocated for the collective property rights of black communities that have 
inhabited the Pacific region historically, in accordance with their traditional production 
practices, and mechanisms for the protection of cultural identity (Asher 2009). In 1993, 
after several debates between the government, social movements, and the academia, the 
Colombian Congress approved the Ley (Law) 70 expanding on the AT 55 (Asher 2009; 
Escobar 2008). The 68 articles of focused on three main issues: Ethnic and cultural rights, 
collective land ownership, and socio-economic development. For and outline and salient 




constitution of new networks that connected the Pacific to the interior of the country and 
enacted multiple social and cultural transformations in the region.  
Today despite the multiple interventions in the Pacific region, its marginality in 
respect to the rest of Colombia is more than a mere representation. Many of the region’s 
inhabitants suffer from several economic and social problems. Creating an analogy with 
the world, Carlos Yahany Valencia “Tostao,” the leader and singer of ChocQuibTown, a 
hip-hop band from the Pacific, and one of the most notable ensembles of new Colombian 
music inside the country and abroad, often calls the region: “Africa inside Colombia.” 
When I asked him to expand on that notion Tostao said:  “We are here, but we are not 
here. When you turn on the TV in Colombia, how many Afro-Colombians do you see? 
[…] You do not see that Colombia in the mass media channels of information. That is a 
Colombia that is not known collectively” (Carlos Valencia, interview by author, June 17, 
2009). Tostao points not just to the marginality of the Pacific, but Afro-Colombian 
people in general in the media constructed national imagination.   
Gloria Martinez “Goyo” (interview by author, June 17, 2009), co-leader of 
ChocQuibTown and Tostao’s wife, says that in order to contest this invisibility 
ChocQuibTown sings about the everyday problems of the Pacific region. They denounce 
corrupt politicians, unfair gold mining by multinational companies, poverty, and forced 
population displacement for land tenure. In addition to these problems, the region has 
been marked by the violence deployed by the actors involved with drug production and 
traffic, paramilitary, guerrilla, and the army (Taussig 2003; 2004).51  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
51 According to Ana Maria Ibáñez (2008) until March 2008, 7,8% of the population in 
Colombia was displaced from their hometowns by force in several regions of the country.  




I saw and experienced many of the problems of the region when I visited the town 
of Guapi in the southern Pacific coast in 2009. The town, is the fourth largest in the 
region, and lays on the delta of the river with the same name, just a few kilometers from 
the Pacific Ocean.52 Historically the town has been a small port where authorities 
collected gold and platinum gathered in the nearby rivers and towns. The urban center 
and its rural areas has a population of 30,759 people approximately (www.guapi-
cauca.gov.co) The average temperature is of 85 degrees, however due to the humidity it 
feels much hotter. A dense tropical forest and a web of rivers that flow down from the 
Andes separate Guapi from its rural areas and nearby towns. For this reason there are no 
roads leading to the urban center. The only way to access it is through boats, depending 
on the sea tide and the level of the rivers, and through a daily flight with 35-passenger 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
persistent violence that afflicts Colombia. Ibáñez identifies several causes for the current 
violence: illegal drug trade, weak judicial system, illegal armed groups, poverty, 
inequality, and decades of armed conflict. Land disputes and illegal appropriation are one 
of primary causes for displacement. Land tenure is an essential war strategy to control 
territory, especially in those regions disputed by several armies. This is the case of the 
Pacific where there is presence of right- wing-paramilitary forces now known as 
BACRIM (bandas criminales) (criminal bands); communist guerrilla forces: FARC 
(Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia) (Colombian Revolutionary Armed 
Forces); and ELN (Ejercito de Liberación Nacional) (National Liberation Army). Some 
of these groups also participate with other actors in drug production and trafficking, 
which according to Ibáñez represents another of the causes for displacement.  Since many 
of the lowlands of the Pacific region do not have property rights and for many years were 
considered tierras baldías (empty lands), they have become a site of struggle between the 
Afro-Colombian inhabitants and the different actors interested in appropriating them 
through legal or illegal means (Asher 2009). In the Pacific as in other regions of the 
country, families voluntarily migrate from rural areas to the cities trying to avoid the 
violence and the forced recruitment of younger family members into any of the illegal 
organizations (Ibáñez 2008). For statistics and information about forced displacement in 
Colombia, see CODHES (1999; 2006), Ibáñez (2008), and Ruiz (2006). 
52 Buenaventura, Quibdó, and Tumaco are the largest cities in the region, and connected 




capacity. Once you arrive by any of these means, you will probably have to wait for at 
least twelve hours to be able to leave. 
The infrastructure in Guapi is very precarious. There is no electricity service 
during the nights and part of the morning, and there are only a few paved or gravel roads 
for motorcycles. Most of the houses are simply constructed, a great portion of them are 
made of long wood boards, and built a few inches of feet above the floor level. There are 
newer concrete constructions, which in many cases are unfinished, nonetheless inhabited. 
Very few houses have running water; for these reason, during the mornings many of the 
town inhabitants go to the river wash their clothes. There is cellular phone service but 
only a few people have access to mobile phones because service fees and hardware are 
expensive. Guapi is connected to the world is through the Internet. There are several 
“Internet cafes” in town where you have access to web by paying a small hourly fee.53  
Guapi is also the port where tourists take fast boats that would take them to 
Gorgona, a natural reserve, were people go to scuba dive, and in the month of August to 
observe the mating hunchback whales. A private corporation runs all the operation of the 
reserve: the flights that come into Guapi, the boats that go to the island, and a restaurant 
close to the dock where tourists can eat while they wait for the plane or boat. The 
operation is set up so that tourists have the least contact possible with the town. Travelers 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
53 The use of the Internet seems to be very popular in Guapi. After my trip, I posted a 
photograph album on Facebook. I had some Guapireño friends who tagged others on the 
pictures. Soon other Guapireños I did not know began to tag others and comment on the 
pictures. Within a few weeks, the online photo album became a virtual space of encounter 




go directly from the plane to the island. Only a few Guapireños work in the island, and 
many of them complain about the long hours and the bad pay.54   
There are a few economic opportunities for people in Guapi. The principal 
economic activities are agriculture, mining, and artisan fishing. Mestizos, known as 
paisas by Afro-Colombians, own most of the retail business in town.55 Most of them 
traveled to the Pacific towns looking for fortune. Marlen Obregón (interview by author, 
August 22, 2008), one of the singers of La Mojarra Eléctrica, explained to me that there 
are few opportunities for young people in Guapi. Many of them after graduating from 
high school or even before, try to leave “looking for a better future.”56 According to her, 
most of them go to Cali to study in order to become schoolteachers and most of them 
return to the region; however, for most of these students surviving outside Guapi is very 
hard. Many of the Guapireños who I talked to, who had left the town to study either in 
Bogotá or Cali, returned home because their living conditions in the city were very 
difficult. They had to live in very marginal neighborhoods and had very little money to 
survive.    
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
54 Since Aviatur has the monopoly over Gorgona, flying to Guapi is not cheap. A plane 
trip from Bogotá to the town is about 500 dollars. Since many Guapireños cannot pay the 
high fees, they need to travel by boat from the port of Buenaventura. While I was 
conducting fieldwork, one of the boats sank and pirates attacked other. In fact, piracy and 
shipwrecks are very common throughout the region.   
55 Paisa is the name Colombians give to the people from the coffee region; however, in 
the Pacific region in is the term to call “white” people. 
56 There are four big schools in Guapi. According to Marlen Obregón (interview by 




The lack of opportunities has led many Guapireños to work in the coca 
plantations and cocaine production plants. People in town are very secretive and speak 
very little about it. However, many acknowledge the problem.  
Guapireño: When I was growing up, all what we had in our dinner table 
was grown locally. You do not see that anymore. The land is being used 
for other purposes. 
Simón Calle: Do you mean drugs? 
G: Lets do not talk about that. 
S: Isn’t that important? 
G: Farms are infested with that crap. (Guapireño, interview by author, 
August 23, 2008)  
People are secretive since many of the armed actors involved in the drug 
trafficking hide among the population. As the Guapireño says: “There are drug 
traffickers, guerrilla, and paramilitary. Nobody knows who belongs to what in the town, 
but there is a lot of people involved in those groups” (Guapireño, interview by author, 
August 23, 2008) In Guapi, people avoided the questions about paramilitary and 
guerrilla, or spoke very quietly about it after looking around. Human rights activists 
explained to me that it is dangerous to speak openly of any of these armed groups. Any 
comment might be life threatening since might be understood as taking a side with a 
particular group.   
The presence of violent actors in Guapi is evident. The morning after my arrival a 
bomb exploded in front of the police station, killing the person who was carrying it. 
Many locals told me stories about gunfights between paramilitary members in some of 
the towns’ bars and coffee shops. A few days before my arrival, the bodies of a couple of 
fishermen were found chopped into pieces in their boat near the coast. I wanted to join 
Urián Sarmiento to the rural areas of the town to record some traditional musicians. 




because we could be caught in cross fire between paramilitary and guerrilla groups. The 
state of permanent threat is made obvious by the large presence of army, police, and navy 
personnel. Soldiers patrol the town several times a day, and many anti narcotics police 
officers are stationed in the area.  
Not just actors of the armed conflict afflict Guapi, but also everyday street crime 
has been growing. Gupireño says:   
Guapi was a peaceful town, but people can’t keep their doors open 
anymore. Before people could go out with their jewelry, with gold. Now 
they can’t do it. Robbers break into homes, people kill on the streets. You 
had never seen that in Guapi. Now you do. (Guapireño, interview by 
author, August 23, 2008)  
Besides poverty, one of the most notorious problems in Guapi is the one of 
housing and caring for the population internally displaced by the armed conflict. The 
town is surrounded by several rigs of huts were people who came from rural areas or 
other towns live in extreme poverty. At the time of my visit in 2009, many had been 
living there for up to eight years, and never integrated into the towns’ population. Among 
Guapireños, there is a stigma against the displaced people. Some say there must have 
been an obscure reason for their displacement, or that they are people just begging for 
government support. According to government officials and human right activists there 
are always people who want to benefit from the scarce government programs to support 
displaced families; however, this is a minority within the people that arrive to Guapi 
every year. Some of them were massively displaced by paramilitary, others left their land 
after the guerrilla took their means of subsistence, not just the land, but the tools to work 
on it, or the motors of their boats (an essential tool in place where most of the 




happened to people in neighboring towns. Most of them tell horrific stories about their 
exodus, and are not willing to go back to their hometowns. During the same days I was 
talking to the displaced people in Guapi, I heard gossip and stories of 300 families 
displaced a few days earlier in El Charco, a town a few miles south.   
All of these processes and dynamics bring diverse actors into Guapi. Besides the 
Afro-Colombians and paisas that live in town, I encountered a few tourists traveling in 
Gorgona. In the morning, I could see businessmen at the hotel restaurant with two and 
three cell phones and laptop computers. They were there probably trading gold, platinum, 
and wood, or even drugs. In other tables pilots working as contractors for the anti-
narcotics police were getting ready for their daily flights fumigating coca plantations. At 
nights, I had the chance to spend time with multiple government and NGO officials 
working in human rights who traveled around the region working with displaced 
population. I also met agronomists and ecologists who traveled to the Pacific to conduct 
research or work with sustainable development projects. Likewise, it is often common to 
find anthropologists or journalists conducting fieldwork, or filming documentaries.   
Bogotanos imagine Guapi and its neighboring Timbiquí as repositories of 
traditional Afro-Colombian music and culture. This was the image I had when I first 
visited. For this reason Guapi, Timbiquí, and El Charco have been a common destination 
for many musicians and researchers interested in learning how to play marimba and other 
Afro-Colombian percussion instruments. Many travel looking for specific musicians like 
the members of the Torres family and Silvino Mina.57 During my trip, I met Urián 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
57 In 2009 when I visited Guapi, the Torres family members charged per music lesson and 




Sarmiento who was in town waiting to take a boat to the rural areas of Guapi to record 
and film a traditional music ensemble in the Napi River. Just a year before, he did a 
similar trip to record Silvino and other musicians of the region.58 The interest in Guapi as 
a musical site is the result of the changing racial politics in Colombia and the 
development of a black ethnic identity based partially on the traditional cultural 
expressions of Afro-Colombian communities, especially in the Pacific region of the 
country. 
 
Black Communities: Race and Ethnic Identity in the Colombian Pacific region 
 
Since colonial times, the Colombian Pacific has been seen as a predominantly 
black region (Asher 2009; Escobar 2008; Taussig 2004; Wade 1993). For this reason its 
representation in the national imaginary corresponds to the racial constructions and 
politics in Colombia. British anthropologist Peter Wade is one of the major contributors 
to the study of race in Colombia. He has written extensively on the subject and its 
relation to nationalism and cultural expressions such as music. Wade defines race as “the 
changing categories and concepts created primarily by Europeans as a result of their 
contact with, and subordination of, non-European peoples through colonialism and 
imperialism” (Wade 2000:14). For him racial categories were crucial elements in the 
national projects of the Latin American elites (Wade 1993; 2000). In fact, during the 19th 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
marimbas and give music lessons to the visitors; however, he told me people visited often 
to interview and record him, but never gave him anything back.   





and 20th centuries, Colombian intellectuals identified race as one of the major problems 
for the “development” of the nation.59 Within this line of though a racialized landscape 
with specific imaginaries of race attached to particular regions emerged, despite the fact 
no region was then entirely white, black, or indigenous, and there is race mixture 
everywhere. Therefore, ideas of race and blackness have historically played a central role 
in the representations of the Pacific region. In this respect Arturo Escobar states: 
The view of the region as a sort of pantry or cornucopia of riches to be 
extracted was inextricably linked to the harnessing of black labor (from 
colonial slave mining to today’s African palm cultivation), not 
infrequently through representations of race that depicted blacks in natural 
terms. Rural areas and the peoples who lived in them were seen as lazy, 
savage, and primitive, and only blacks were seen able to withstand the 
humid jungle. Under these conditions, blackness functioned largely as a 
cultural category, although phenotypic characteristics were also important. 
(Escobar 2008:47) 
These representations of the Pacific region and blackness are rooted in the 
colonial period and black slavery; at the same time, they relate to the national racial order 
that Colombian elites conceived and represented in terms of racial mixture (Wade 1993). 
During the 19th and most of the 20th century, many Latin American elites used the trope 
of mestizaje as a key symbol to represent the racial national identity (Wade 1993; 1997; 
2000). The ideology of mestizaje highlights the idea of racial mixture; however, it is a 
way of articulating difference. The idea of the mestizo depends fundamentally on a 
differentiation between whiteness, blackness, and indigenousness:  
Mestizo-ness is not simply opposed to blackness and indigenousness; 
rather blackness and indigenousness are actively reconstructed by 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  





mestizoness. This can be thought of in terms of the persistence of a 
symbolics of origins which exist alongside symbolics of mixtures. Instead 
of disappearing in a homogeneous fusion, losing their identity, the original 
elements of the mixture retains their presence in the imagination of the 
cultural and racial panorama. (Wade 2005:245) 
Under the discourse of mestizaje, the African component in Colombian nation and 
culture was “invisibilized.” Nina de Friedemann (1984) used this term to show the lack of 
scholarly studies about black communities in Colombia up to the 1980s. Michael Taussig 
(2004) also highlights this negation of the African past when he states that the Museo del 
Oro (Gold Museum), one of the most important and emblematic cultural institutions in 
Colombia, excludes from its narrative the labor in the gold mines of African slaves. 
By the mid-1980s, a new regime of articulating difference emerged in Colombia 
when the national political project began to shift towards a more inclusive model of 
political participation. Within this context, the Colombian government began to 
acknowledge the claims of indigenous and black social movements and the discourse of 
multiculturalism began to displace the discourse of mestizaje promoting national unity 
from difference. However, just as mestizaje, multiculturalism creates clear distinctions 
between whiteness, blackness, and indigenousness, but reaffirms the politics of 
representation and mutual respect of difference. In this sense it takes essentialist 
categories and identifies them with specific set of practices that include particular forms 
of production, language, dress, food, and of course music and dance. Anthropologist 
Nestor García Canclini states that: “multiculturalist conceptions encompass the diversity 
of cultures, underlying their difference and proposing relativistic politics of respects, 




According to Arturo Escobar (Escobar 2008) with the displacement of the 
discourses of mestizaje, which attempted to erase difference, with the ones of 
multiculturalism, which celebrated heterogeneity, a new identity regime emerged on the 
Colombian Pacific region between 1990 and 1998. “Broadly speaking, what has 
happened in the Pacific can be seen as a ‘relocation of ‘blackness’ in structures of 
alterity’ and as the instauration of a novel order of alterization” (Escobar 2008:201).60 
The state and social movements expressed these in terms of ethnicity articulated around 
the concept of a black political subject (black communities as its plural) (Escobar 2008; 
Restrepo 2004). In this sense, there was an ethnicization of black identity (Escobar 2008). 
For Peter Wade ethnicity is a category that refers to cultural differences just as class, 
gender, and race; however, studies focusing on ethnicity tend to use a language of place 
rather than an inherited phenotype:   
Cultural difference is spread over geographical space by virtue of the fact 
that social relations become concrete in spatialized form. This creates a 
cultural geography or in Taussig’s (1986) phrase, a moral topography. 
People thus use location, or rather people’s putative origin in certain 
places to talk about difference and sameness […] Of course, not all 
objective differences in location are important in terms of people’s cultural 
geography, […], it is the people involved, not the analyst, who define what 
features constitute difference and sameness. (Wade 1997:18)  
In this sense, people do not have a unique ethnic identity but multiple ones 
according to whom they are interacting with and the context of the interaction. 
Inhabitants of the Colombian Pacific region can identify themselves as Afro-Colombians 
or simply Colombians in respect to a foreigner, identify within a larger context of the 
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African diaspora with Afro-Americans, or as Afro-Pacific in respect to other black 
inhabitants in Colombia. Nonetheless the idea of an ethnic identity can be further 
complicated since ethnicities and identities are historical constituted, and are enmeshed 
within multiple networks. 
Arturo Escobar (2008) states that ensembles of discourses and practices create 
identities. For him the new identity order in the Pacific region emerged from discourses 
concerned with primarily nature, cultural difference, alternative development, and rights. 
These discourses, centered on the notion of the black political subject and black 
communities, had an impact not only in the Colombian ‘national imaginary,’ but also on 
the Pacific region inhabitants’ memories and identities (Restrepo 2004). The discursive 
construction of black ethnic identity operates through a series of practices that involve 
issues such as memory, environment, culture, rights, the state, and production (Escobar 
2008). During the 1990s and the years that followed, several techniques helped the 
enactment of ethnic black identities and subjectivities: meetings, workshops, assemblies, 
departmental and national commissions, ethnic organizations, and legislation projects 
among others (Restrepo 2004). Of course, all these practices involved the participation of 
multiple actors: the government, NGOs, activists, academics, lawyers, and the black 
inhabitants of the Pacific region among others (Escobar 2008). Different material 
visibilities, such as maps, censuses, documents and surveys accompanied these practices 
(Restrepo 2004). 
We can say that in the 1990s the discourse of multiculturalism displaced the 
discourse of mestizaje within the Colombian elite’s national project. That transformation 




discourses about political participation and economic development led to the articulation 
of different networks containing actors of different sizes constituencies which articulated 
and enacted a new black ethnic identity in the Colombian Pacific region. As in the 
previous chapter, I am using the term enactment as “a claim that relations, and realities 
and representations of realities are being endlessly or chronically brought into being in a 
continuing process of production and reproduction” (Law 2004:159). This position 
implies that there was an identity in the Pacific region before the 1990s and one that 
developed after the promulgation of the 1991 constitution.   
Through the new regimes of difference, black ethnic identities were conceived as 
distinct from the Euro-Andean other (whites) and linked to a specific geographical 
location and a set of cultural practices in which music would play an important role. For 
example, the black inhabitants of the Pacific began to be represented as guardians of the 
environment due to their ‘different’ understanding of nature (Wade 1999); however, 
black “ethnic identity remained enmeshed within the structures of power it sought to free 
itself from” (Escobar 2008:215). In a way, the new model reinforced the ideas about 
difference, primitivism, and exoticism. During my fieldwork among new Colombian 
music fans, I noticed that many of them still saw the Pacific as an exotic place, inhabited 
by black people, portrayed almost like a noble savage with rich cultural traditions, which 
remained almost untouched by modernity and preserved their African roots almost intact.  
Eduardo Restrepo has shown ethnographically that with the ethnicization of 
blackness the inhabitants of the Colombian Pacific faced a “re-accommodation of 
identities, memories and silences” (Restrepo 2004:703). He shows how a documentary 




memory of both the African origin and slavery. During a conversation with Victor Hugo 
Rodriguez (interview by Author, August 26, 2009), an Afro-Colombian singer from 
Guapi, he told me he began to care about his ethnic identity in the late 1990s when he 
was in his early twenties. At the time he also realized he was sympathetic to the struggles 
with Afro-descendants around the world. This happened when he watched a film about 
Malcolm X during a government-sponsored workshop while he was working as a guard 
in Guapi’s prison in the late 1990s. The question that arises is: How do the black 
inhabitants of the Pacific identify themselves before 1991? Arturo Escobar states that 
before the 1990 identities in the Pacific region were largely localized, fluid, and diverse.   
Identities in the riverine settlement were (and continue to be to a greater or 
lesser extent) strongly place-based, anchored in the river or, more 
generally, “the aquatic space.” […] Concepts of territoriality were 
intimately linked to kinship relations, labor practices, […] an entire 
grammar of the environment. Beyond that, some general ways of self 
reference did exist, one of the most common being that of libre (free 
person). (Escobar 2008:210)61  
The new black ethnic identity that emerged in the Pacific region was not a simple 
expression of a ‘traditional’ social forms or social organizations. They were novel 
modalities and articulations of previous identities with those tied to the projects of the 
Colombian state. When we look outside the political arena and focus the case of music, 
we see that several other networks modeled the identities of the black inhabitants of the 
Pacific and not just the state or concepts of territoriality. As I showed in the previous 
chapter, music taste is a form of attachment to the world and therefore a way to articulate 
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one's identity, as it creates micro worlds through everyday and shared practices. Most of 
the Afro-Colombian musicians who participate in the new Colombian music scene, like 
Victor Hugo and Marlen, were growing up when the processes of ethnicization of 
blackness began. I will address the way in which they and some of their peers articulated 
their identity through music and their participation in the new Colombian music scene. In 
order to do so, I need to focus first on the music from and in the Pacific region, its 
representation, transformations, and modes of circulation. 
 
Afro-Pacific Music in Colombia: Chirimía and Marimba  
 
The category of the black political subject as the ethnic-Other within the 
Colombian nation emerged and began to be enacted through several networks and 
practices in the Pacific region; subsequently, the category of “música del Pacífico”  
(music from the Pacific) or Afro-Pacific music also emerged attached to the notion of 
black ethnic identity. I am not saying that before the 1990s there was no music in the 
Pacific. As Victor Hugo Rodriguez, a Guapireño singer, says: “The history of of music 
from the Pacific goes back 500 years” (Victor Hugo Rodriguez, interview by author, 
August 26, 2009) What I mean is that this music began to be recognized and valued as 
the culture of the ethnic-Other within the nation. In other words, Afro-Pacific music 
represented the newly recognized heterogeneity of Colombia. This is why Lucho Gaitán, 
who I described in the opening narration of the second chapter, could claim he came back 
from Cuba to search for his ‘thing’ and found it in Afro-Colombian music, which was not 
his in a strict sense. In addition, the ethnicization of the music from the Pacific was 




industry began to look for ‘exotic’ sounds to commercialize in the European and North 
American market (Ochoa 2003a; Negus 1999; Taylor 1997). Afro-Pacific music has only 
began to participate in the ‘world music’ market very recently. During the late 1990s and 
early 2000s many musicians and promoters in the interior of the country began to see in 
the musics of the ethnic-Other the possibility to participate in the global music market 
through the ‘wold music’ genre (Ochoa 1998; Santamaría 2007).62 We can say then that 
after the 1990s with the expansion of the world music market and the changing regime of 
ethnic representation, Afro-Pacific music became an object of interest for musicians, 
music aficionados, record producers, social scientists, and filmmakers. Within the Pacific 
region traditional music, which had been relegated to some rural areas, began to 
experience a rebirth in the past twenty years. 
 Before the 2000s, Afro-Pacific music was almost invisible in the interior of the 
country. Many of my interlocutors remember that they had very little or no contact with 
music from the Pacific region while growing up in Bogotá during the 1980s and 1990s. 
This lack of presence could be explained primarily by the historical representation of the 
Pacific region and blackness in Colombia. Michael Birenbaum (2006) states that the 
representation of the music of the Pacific has been marked by the episteme of modernity, 
which presupposes the cultural and moral inferiority of the people of the Pacific. As I 
mentioned earlier, the region has been seen as a faraway backward looking place with no 
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or using Afro-Pacific region have been touring Europe and the United States. Some of 
them participate in the new Colombian music scene I have been describing. This is the 
case of La Mojarra Eléctrica, others are partially connected like ChocQuibTown, and 
Quantic y su Combo Bárbaro, finally bands like La Contundencia, and Grupo Herencia 





possibility for “development.” Therefore, its inhabitants and cultural expressions fit 
within the same logic. At the same time, as Peter Wade point out, while the blackness of 
the music from the Colombian Caribbean region “was diluted stylistically; meanwhile 
other “blacker” musics which were not popular commercially remained to signify ‘true’ 
blackness” (Wade 2000:10). Therefore, music of the Pacific was portrayed as inferior and 
unsophisticated, in many cases as noise.   
Despite the transformation of the racial politics in Colombia, many of the 
previous representations persisted among Colombians of different social strata. By the 
time I got interested in Afro-Pacific music and during my fieldwork, I had heard several 
comments from people in Colombia disregarding Afro-Pacific music. In Cali, I heard the 
expression “música de negros” (music of blacks) used in a derogatory way several times, 
primarily by mestizo taxi drivers and policemen. In Bogotá, upper class people always 
seem to find it odd that someone would spend several years of their life researching Afro-
Pacific music. Once someone at a very elite Club in Bogotá said to me:  “Why not study 
U2 concerts instead?” Once I played a recording to someone who responded she could 
picture the Afro-Colombians dancing happily by the river. Others would ask: “Is there 
traditional music in the Pacific?” or “Do black people play something different than 
cumbia?” My answer to all these questions would be: “Yes, there is an Afro-Pacific 
music, which is different to the one of the Caribbean”. So, what is the music of the 
Pacific?   
The chirimía and the grupo de marimba (marimba group) are the most well 
known ensembles of Afro-Pacific music. The first one has a bigger influence from 




Africa (Arango 2008). The chirimía ensemble usually includes clarinet, tuba, snare drum, 
bombo, and cymbals, and plays dances of different origins: European, such as polka and 
mazurca; Euro-Caribbean, such as danza and contradanza; Colombian from the Andean 
region, such as pasillo; and from the Pacific region, such as abosao and levantapolvo 
(Arango 2008; Birenbaum 2006).63  
In Chocó, chirimías play an important role in festivities. The most well known is 
the Fiesta de San Pacho (San Pacho Feasts), celebrating the day of Saint Francis of 
Assisi. Each of the towns of the Pacific region has a patron saint, and the celebration of 
its day is the most important feast during the year (Arango 2008). In Quibdó, the Fiestas 
de San Pacho take place each year for twenty days between September and October, and 
the celebration is very similar to the one of a carnival. There are several parades where 
chirimías march down the street playing different popular dances. Despite sharing the 
same stage, there is a strong rivalry between chirimías from Quibdó, and those form 
different towns.64 The tension between the different bands emerges from the scarcity of 
resources. Every chirimía leader fights so that their band can participate in the different 
celebrations, especially those that might bring them an economic reward, and the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
63 There are chirimías on the southern Pacific region. These ensembles are composed of 
traditional percussion instruments and cane flutes. However, these ensembles are not as 
popular as the chirimías from Chocó. 
64 The rivalry is evident at the Music of the Pacific Festival, where prestige and money 
prices are at stake. I had several informal conversations with Chocoano musicians who 
attacked others in their musical competence. For example, some bombo players from San 
Juan claimed they were more competent since they could play in the San Juan and 
Quibdó bombo style, while the Quibdoseños could only play Quibdó style. The 
accusations against other musicians are not just about their musicianship. Some accuse 
others of using their influence to get government resources, and for benefiting just their 
friends. The rivalry reaches such intensity that one chirimía leader referred to a very well 




possibility to record their music for the local market. Popular chirimías record their music 
at studios in Medellín or Quibdó and distribute their CDs in the Chocoano market. Most 
of these recordings are almost impossible to find in Bogotá; however, in Chocó they have 
heavy rotation in local radio stations, and become local hits. In the southern Pacific 
region the marimba music has a more rural and folkloric connotation, yet it plays and 
important role in the street celebrations.  
The marimba ensemble includes a wooden marimba played by two musicians, 
two bombos (bass drums), two cununos (cylinder drums), and two or three female singers 
who also play guasás (shakers) (Birenbaum 2006).65 The ensemble plays currulao or 
baile de marimba, which includes several dances like juga, patacoré, bambuco viejo, 
berejú, and pango, among others (Arango 2008). Traditionally the marimba ensembles 
performed in secular celebrations where the audience gathered around the players and 
interacted with the performers (Arango 2008; Birenbaum 2006). In the past two decades, 
with the ethnicization of black identity, in towns like Guapi, musicians and intellectuals 
of the city have promoted the marimba ensemble in religious celebrations in the town’s 
church (Arango 2008). Describing a religious celebration in Santa María, a few miles 
from Guapi, Michael Taussig writes: “Men are rarely present in the church except for 
Easter, when a marimba, instrument of the devil and played only by men -is installed 
within” (Taussig 2004:73).   
Marlen Obregón remembers that while she was growing up in Guapi, she would 
listen to marimba and other Afro-Pacific traditional music primarily in religious 
celebrations outside of the church. “Since very young one begins to listen to traditional 
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music: alabaos (praises) when someone dies, the marimba party in la Virgen del Carmen 
celebration, or in the balsadas in December 7” (Marlen Obregon, interview by author, 
August 22, 2008) Guapi’s patron saint is the Inmaculada Concepción (The Immaculate 
Conception). The celebration begins in December 7 with the balsadas (rafts), which are 
canoes with three levels that carry religious images, lights, fireworks, and musicians, and 
travel through the river from rural areas into town (Arango 2008). The day of the 
matachines in December 28 is another important celebration when marimba music is 
performed in Guapi. That day some people cover their faces with masks and whip people 
on the streets. In both celebrations, marimba ensembles gather in Guapi’s central square 
and compete for attracting the largest audience. Until the 2000s, marimba music was not 
widely recorded. Besides a few ethnographic and folkloric performance recordings, there 
was little commercially available marimba music in the interior of the country and even 
within the Pacific region. 
 
Between Salsa and Música Tropical: Afro-Pacific music and the Black Atlantic 
 
Just like the music from the Caribbean region, the Afro-Pacific music has 
undergone a sonic transculturation. Let us remember that this term refers to the multi-
layered process of practices of entextualization and recontextualization of local musics 
(Ochoa 2006b). These are two fundamental practices of the music industry and the 
construction of knowledge about traditional musics. Each of these practices entails 
different networks of mediators, which constitute specific mediations, and enable the 
circulation of music. Sometimes these networks overlap or are just partially connected. 




addressed the music from the Pacific region (cf. Béhague, List, and Waxer n.d.; 
Bermúdez 1986; Pardo and Pinzón 1961; Whitten 1977); on the other hand, with a very 
few exceptions, the music industry did not embrace Afro-Pacific music. In other words, 
during the 20th century, chirimía, marimba and other Afro-Pacific musics did not 
participated in the processes of mass mediation, commercialization, and popularization of 
other Afro-Colombian musics.  
Throughout the second half of the 20th century, and even today for many black 
musicians in the Colombian Pacific region, Afro-Caribbean music became the model to 
follow. On one hand, the Colombian Caribbean region represented throughout the 19th 
and part of the 20th century the gate to modernity. Musically it was the receptor of many 
popular music genres form Europe and the United States, and the source of many local 
musics, which in their mass mediated forms became the most popular music genres in the 
country. On the other hand, the port of Buenaventura in the southern Pacific coast 
displaced the Caribbean cities of Barranquilla and Cartagena in economic importance by 
the late 1970s, and became the receptor of music from the Caribbean and the United 
States (Arango 2003; Dennis 2008; Waxer 2002). As Lise Waxer (2002) has shown, Cali 
became the direct receptor of the music imported through the Pacific coast, and Cuban 
and New York salsa became the most popular music genres among middle and lower 
classes. Just as Caleños, for people of the Pacific region, Afro-Caribbean music became a 
symbol of regional identity (Arango 2003). When I visited Guapi in 2009, the music 
played at local nightclubs and record stores was primarily the latest recordings of Los 




Since the 1960s, the musical patterns of the Colombian Caribbean region and 
Afro-Cuban music marked the logic of projection of the music from the Pacific. As Ana 
María Arango states: 
The characteristic musical elements from the Caribbean music are a strong 
paradigm in the education of musicians in Cali and the Pacific in general 
since the 1920s and 1930s. It is not preposterous to claim that many of the 
musicians in this region formed -before or at the same time - with the 
music of La Sonora Matancera, Joe Arrollo, and with the ritual songs and 
traditions of their hometowns (translation by author). (Arango 2003) 
There are various examples that back up this claim. Some artists such as Peregoyo 
(from Buenaventura), Julián Angulo (from Guapi), Leonor Gonzales Mina (from 
Buenaventura) who during the late 1960s up to the 1980s focused their music careers in 
Afro-Caribbean music genres, but included some Afro-Pacific genres into their repertory. 
In the late 1960s Peregoyo was the first musician to commercially record music from the 
Pacific region such as currulao and porro Chocoano; however, he performed them in the 
format of a Cuban orchestra. He never gained national recognition and died in 2006 in 
absolute poverty. Besides two compilations (one produced in Britain by the world music 
label World Circuit, 1989) and a recording from 2005 (released by Dutch Label 
Otrabanda), his music is almost inaccessible. Julián considered by many as the first 
Colombian salsa musician recorded some currulaos with música tropical or Cuban 
descarga arrangements. Today most of his recordings are only available on old vinyl LPs 
and are expencive items among collectors in Europe. His music, and especially his 
approaches to Afro-Pacific music have been forgotten by the public in Colombia. Julián 
also died in poverty in Cali in the early 2000s, where he had performed at a fish market 




(The Great Black Woman of Colombia), recorded several songs from the Pacific 
including “Mi Buenaventura” by Petronio Alvarez; however, now that she is retired, she 
remains in the memory of Colombians as a great cumbia and música tropical singer.   
During the 1980s and years to follow, many musicians from the Pacific region, 
especially Chocoanos have had a strong impact in the salsa music scene in Cali. This is 
the case of Jairo Varela with Niche and Alexis Lozano with Guayacán. Both of them 
created a local salsa sound that broke with the Caleño tradition of consuming imported 
salsa primarily from New York and Puerto Rico (Waxer 2002). In some cases, they have 
used rhythmic patterns from local musics from northern Pacific in their music, or 
recorded salsa covers of popular songs of the Pacific region. Their orchestras became a 
school for many musicians from Cali and the Pacific region, and opened the way for 
many other Colombian salsa bands, where the participation of musicians of the Pacific 
was important (Arango 2008). Nowadays, some of these musicians also perform in the 
new Colombian music scene, or in different chirimías in Chocó. 
Hugo Candelario, a musician from Guapi living in Cali was the pioneer of the 
fusion of marimba music with salsa from the southern Pacific region with his band Grupo 
Bahía in the late 1990s (see Arango 2008). Grupo Bahía’s music is very different from 
the fusions performed in Bogotá because it is deeply rooted in elements of Afro-Cuban 
music and genres from the Colombian Caribbean. Grupo Bahía, as a music group, and 
Candelario, as an individual, has been an important referent to the new Colombian music 
performers in Bogotá. Jacobo Vélez, leader of La Mojarra Eléctrica considers himself a 
disciple of Candelario. When Jacobo first got interested in traditional Colombian musics 




Caribbean region. Grupo Bahía has not reached commercial success in Colombia, 
however they have been very influential in the Pacific region, were today there are 
several bands performing fusions of salsa, and Afro-Cuban music with marimba or 
chirimía, such as in the case of Grupo Herencia de Timbiquí and Grupo Saboreo.  
All these examples show us two things: first, the marginality of the music of the 
Pacific region in the Colombian music market, despite the active participation of 
musicians from the region in it; second how the black inhabitants of the Pacific 
articulated their identity in relation to the Caribbean region at large, and not just the 
Caribbean coast of Colombia. Consequently I would agree with Heidi Feldman (2006) 
who following Paul Gilroy (1993) uses the term “Black Pacific” to describe an imagined 
community in the Pacific coasts of Colombia, Peru, Ecuador, and Chile, three places 
where the history of slavery and people of African descent is unknown by many 
outsiders. For Feldman, the ‘Black Pacific’ lies on the periphery of the “Black Atlantic.” 
According to Gilroy, citizens of the Black Atlantic share a “counterculture 
of modernity” (because enslaved Africans and their descendants are 
neither part of nor outside of Western modernism) characterized by 
critically marginal “double-consciousness” (they self-identify as both 
“Black” and members of Western nations). I suggest that the Black Pacific 
inhabits a similarly ambivalent space in relationship with Gilroy’s Black 
Atlantic. Whereas Black Atlantic double-consciousness results from dual 
identification with premodern Africa and the modern West, the Black 
Pacific negotiates ambiguous relationships with criollo and indigenous 
culture and with the Black Atlantic itself. (Feldman 2006:7) 
I agree with Feldman when she locates the “Black Pacific” on the periphery of the 
“Black Atlantic”; nonetheless, I disagree with some of the characteristics she ascribes to 
it. Like many North American observers of Latin America, she does not acknowledge 




Peru, she states that “because less African cultural heritage has been preserved 
continuously in the Black Pacific (or at least it appears), the cultures of the Black Atlantic 
seem very ‘African’ to some residents of the Black Pacific” (Feldman 2006:8). As I have 
shown through out the chapter the situation in Colombia seems to be the opposite, 
especially after the processes of ethnicization of identity in the 1990s.  
The relation of the Colombian Pacific with other African Diaspora cultures of the 
Atlantic does not limit itself to Spanish Caribbean musics. Since the 1970s, hip-hop has 
had an important impact in the region. Unlike other North American music genres that 
reached Colombia through the development of global communication systems and the 
expansion of the North American culture industries, hip-hop reached the Pacific region 
through a combination of migration flows and direct cultural contact. Through the port of 
Buenaventura, many inhabitants of the Pacific traveled illegally to the United States and 
returned to the region with cassettes, magazines, and clothing associated to the North 
American culture. Later copies of these recordings would circulate extensively through 
out the region (Dennis 2008). The strong influence that hip-hop has had in the youth of 
towns like Tumaco, Buenaventura, and Cali is evident. In the past ten years, besides 
copying North American rap flow Afro-Colombians have been addressing their social 
problems through their lyrics, and in some cases like ChocQuibTown including elements 
of traditional musics of the Pacific into their mixes and live performances. 
Simultaneously recordings of other musics from Jamaica such as ragamuffin and 
dancehall, made their presence in the region through the northern border of the Pacific 




have a strong presence among the youth of northern Chocó and some costal towns of 
Antioquia (on the Caribbean coast). Nonetheless, its impact still needs to be studied.   
The inhabitants of the Colombian Pacific embraced multiple of the cultural forms 
of the “Black Atlantic” through the interlocking of several networks of mediators, 
ranging from the music industry, to travelers, and circulating CDs. In this sense, they 
articulated their identity no just in relation to the Andean region of the country, but to the 
cultural practices of the Caribbean at large. Nevertheless, people in the Pacific also 
shaped their identity in relation to cultural expressions outside the African-Diaspora and 
the Colombian nation. For example in towns like Guapi, balada, songs by Argentinian, 
Mexican, and Spanish singers, is one of the most popular genres.  
 
Music in Guapi: Balada vs. Marimba 
 
I arrived to Guapi for the first time in August 2009 looking for all the marimba 
musicians I had heard about in Bogotá. This was not an easy task since most people in 
town did not seemed interested in traditional music and no one had a clear idea where the 
musicians lived. The image of Guapi as a town full of marimba musicians soon vanished 
from my head. I remembered an observation form anthropologist Mick Taussig who 
wrote about an experience he had while conducting fieldwork in 1976:  
Someone, probably, Juan Pablo, was playing marimba, a xylophone made 
of bamboo and hard-wood slats of chonta. It would be played till the wee 
hours of the morning, and I would wake not knowing if the tinkling sound 
was the rain or the marimba, the music of man and the music of nature 
conjoined and substitutable. That was the first and last marimba I heard on 




pueblo, don’t get the idea that this icon of coastness is played often. 
(Taussig 2004:54) 
Clearly it the icon of the region was not played often. Talking to some Afro-
Colombian Guapireños, I realized it was also thought of as music from previous 
generations, and for the younger ones in was a matter of shame. A few days after my 
arrival, I finally found Silvino Mina, a renowned marimba player. He lived in a very 
simple wooden house were he fabricated instruments and received people who came to 
Guapi looking for marimba players and constructors. Several times during our 
conversations, Silvino, now in his eighties, would point out that marimba music was the 
music of his elders. He remembered he used to hang out among older people and that is 
how he began performing. However, he was one of the few people of his generation who 
was interested in it. Victor Hugo Rodriguez (interview by author, August 26, 2009), who 
grew up in Guapi during the 1980s, remembered he was the neighbor of José Antonio 
Torres ‘Gualajo,’ who is regarded as one of the best marimba players of the Pacific. 
Nonetheless, despite hearing Gualajo play everyday, Victor Hugo never paid attention to 
the music since for him, as for many others, this was the “music from the elders.” Marlen 
Obregón, who is a few years younger than Victor Hugo, pointed out that young people in 
Guapi were ashamed of playing traditional instruments:  “They see it as something 
stupid. I would never join the musicians in a festivity because I was ashamed. We did not 
see that music as ours, it was just ruckus” (Marlen Obregon, interview by author, August 
22, 2008).    
These comments lead us to three conclusions about the use of music. First, again 
we see that one thing is to be exposed to a music genre and other to embrace it. Taste is 




attention of the listener. In this case, we also see a clear distaste and disdain, which 
probably emerges from the episteme of modernity that provincializes sounds. It seems 
that centuries of Colombia elites and Andean-Colombians neglecting Afro-Pacific 
cultural expressions had an impact of the region. Finally, for the previous two reasons we 
cannot trace an a priori connection between music and ethnicity, or claim that one 
necessarily represents the other.   
People in Guapi liked hip-hop, salsa, but primarily balada. Victor Hugo for 
example is a kind of local hero after he became famous in the region for singing at school 
contests in the early 1990s. Since he was 12 years old, Victor Hugo sang balada songs 
from recognized Brazilian, Spanish, and Argentinian artists such as Roberto Carlos, 
Leonardo Fabio, Camilo Sexto, and Julio Iglesias. According to Victor Hugo (interview 
by author, August 26, 2009), in Guapi balada is  “the music of all times,” implying that 
for decades it has been the most popular music in town. Marlen (interview by author, 
August 22, 2008) remembers that while growing up balada was the “only” music she had 
access to in Guapi. For this reason she learned how to sing imitating artists such as Ana 
Gabriel. 
Even musicians who performed traditional music seemed to have a special 
attachment with balada. Juan David Castaño (interview by author, June 16, 2009), one of 
the white mixed musicians of Bogotá, told me that around 2003 Grupo Naidy, one of the 
most important folkloric groups from the Pacific, traveled to Bogotá to perform at some 
government sponsored events. He invited them to house, as he and many of his peers did 
with visiting musicians from the Caribbean or Pacific region, so they could perform and 




showed up with his guitar and the members of Naidy just wanted to listen to him sing 
baladas. According to Urián Sarmiento (interview by author, June 9, 2009), in 2008, 
Curupira won an award from the Ministry of Culture and they had the opportunity to 
perform in Guapi, Tumaco, Mosquera, and Timbiquí, four towns in the southern Pacific 
region. They hired Victor to come with them in the small tour, which they thought would 
also be good for them as a trip to learn more about marimba music and see several 
traditional musicians perform. As they reached the different towns, people were eager to 
see Victor Hugo sing balada. It is not strange that when he began his own musical project 
to perform fusions using Afro-Pacific music, people from Guapi would ask him to record 
balada and not traditional music (interview by author, August 26, 2009).  
In this sense, we see that in terms of music, the inhabitants of Guapi were not 
living in the double-consciousness Paul Gilroy (1993) identifies using the concept of 
W.E.B Du Bois (1994) in which they identify as black and members of a Western nation. 
Not even as members of the “Black Pacific” under the periphery of the “Black Atlantic” 
that Feldman (2006) identifies. Through balada, Guapireños were articulating their 
identity in relation to a broader spectrum of the Spanish-speaking world, not necessarily 
associated with the African Diaspora. In fact, when I first asked Marlen for the fist time 
what music she listened to while growing up she answered without hesitation:  “It was 
‘world music’ (original in English): balada. The music people listen to all over the world” 
(Marlen Obregon, interview by author, August 22, 2008). Besides decentering the Euro-
American idea of ‘world music,’ Marlen is identifying with a music user like anyone else 




When I asked Victor Hugo about why he listened to balada, he gave me two 
reasons. First, he pointed out to the feeling in music: “Romantic music touches the heart, 
it really does”  (Victor Hugo Rodriguez, interview by author, August 26, 2009). We see 
here another type of attachment to music, one not determined by its affective character, 
but through articulated through the lyrics. Lets remember that affect is a non-conscious 
experience of intensity (Gregg and Seigworth 2010; Massumi 2002), and feeling is a 
sensation that has been checked against previous experiences, usually it needs to be 
articulated through language (Shouse 2005). Second, he identified a social determinant:  
“The system invades you, the music one receives, comes from abroad, because that is 
how the system is designed, until one becomes conscious”  (Victor Hugo Rodriguez, 
interview by author, August 26, 2009).   
As Antoine Hennion (2007b) states, social sciences tend to identify invisible 
structures that determine the actions of actors. However, as we can se in this case, 
amateurs, understood as music users, do not deny social determinism. To form their 
musical taste, musical users relay on these structures, as they to on the taste of others, to 
‘determine’ their own tastes. Among all the possible determinisms, music users select one 
or many. For example, rockers use their musical taste as the definition of oneself. This 
similar to the case of Victor Hugo who said in respect to balada: “Makes part of me. One 
is in the present of everything that has been in the past, I think, what I think today, and 
say what I say today because of my past, and that music is part of my past” (Victor Hugo 
Rodriguez, interview by author, August 26, 2009).   
Victor Hugo talks in past tense because he like other young Guapireños would 




pointed out referring to the traditional music that made her feel shame: Now is that I 
realize that that music is very valuable, and that there is a lot of culture within it. The 
transformation of Victor Hugo and Marlen's taste was the result of the articulation of new 
networks. Some of them developed when the Colombian government and Afro-
Colombian social movements began to design strategies to construct an Afro-Pacific 
identity and a black political subject in which music played a crucial role. 
 
Strategies for the Ethnicization of Afro-Pacific Music 
  
The changing racial order in Colombia transformed the representation that Afro-
Pacific music had inside the country and within the communities of the Pacific region. As 
Michael Birenbaum (2006) has pointed out, within the framework of the multicultural 
nation, Afro-Colombians began to be valued more than ever for their culture and 
especially their music. Meanwhile, as I have already shown, during the late 1990s and 
early 2000s there was an increasing interest in the exotic, the ethnic, and the local in 
Bogotá. Such attitude aligned with the new trends of the music industry interested in non-
Western musics. At the same time, in the Pacific region some musicians and intellectual 
began to get interested in showing their locals musics to the country and the world, since 
for many years the music industry and the state had neglected them (Arango 2008).  
The modernization of the Colombian state and the consolidation of social 
movements during the 1990s generated a series of cultural policies that had a direct 
impact on the circulation, and visibility of the music of the Colombian Pacific region. 




inhabiting the Pacific low lands. That same year, the Colombian government created the 
Ministerio de Cultura (Ministry of Culture), and four years later promulgated the Ley 
General de Cultura (General Law of Culture) to regulate the general use of culture in the 
country.66 During those years, the Afro-Colombian political and social movements began 
to articulate and promote their ethno-cultural particularity, with the support of multiple 
and governmental, organizations, and academic actors. As Arturo Escobar points out, “if 
in the 1970s and 1980s anthropologists could still denounce the invisibility of black 
cultures in the expert knowledge and state strategies, in the 1990s this feature was 
radically reversed” (Escobar 2008:201). Afro-Pacific music then began to play an 
important role in this expert knowledge; at the same time, it began to be incorporated into 
the cultural market.  
Simon Frith has pointed out that identity politics during the late 1980s and most 
of the 1990s meant new assertions of cultural essentialism. “The assumptions in such 
arguments about the necessary flow from social identity (whether defined in terms of race 
or sexuality or age or nation) to expression (and appreciation) seem straightforward 
enough in the abstract. But they are less convincing in the everyday practice of music 
making and listening” (Frith 1996a:108–109). For example in the previous chapters I 
have shown how middle class mestizo musicians in Bogotá adopted rock, jazz, and 
traditional music from the Caribbean region of Colombia as their own. In the case of the 
Pacific region, black communities adopted hip-hop, salsa, and other Afro-Caribbean 
musical genres. In the 1990s, with the emergence of a new racial order based on the 
politics of representation, the state and Afro-Colombian social movements had to design 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  




several strategies to promote musics which corresponded with the idea of the local black 
political subject (Afro-Colombian or Afro-Pacific), and give them visibility within the 
national cultural landscape.  
For the purpose of this thesis I want to point to two of these strategies, which had 
a wide impact on the emerging new Colombian music scene:  the Festival de Música del 
Pacífico Petronio Álvarez (Petronio Álvarez Music of the Pacific Festival), and the 
circuit of music schools in towns of the southern Pacific region, particularly in Guapi. 
Just as any other political strategy, these two required the deployment and mobilization of 
multiple actors and mediators, in both the Pacific region and the city of Cali:  government 
officials, music experts, musicians, instrument constructors, instruments, money etc. 
Once again, we find the constitution of multiple overlapping networks that produced 
multiple mediations of Afro-Pacific music and enabled its circulation inside Colombia. 
In 2002, the ministry of culture began the Plan Nacional de Música para la 
Convivencia (National Plan of Music for Coexistence). The basic premise of the program 
is to guarantee Colombians their right to get to know, learn, practice and enjoy music. 
Consequently, the program seeks to create music school in every town in Colombia, form 
music teachers, educate young children, and supply each town with instruments and 
pedagogical material; at the same time, the program supports 300 music festivals 
(Ministerio de Cultura de Colombia n.d.). In the southern pacific region, the schools 
focused on teaching children Afro-Pacific traditional music, especially marimba. In the 
2000s the Ministry of Culture began to work in conjunction with initiatives that had 
began enacted in the region years earlier as a collective effort of community leaders, local 




then, all these actors have worked conjointly to recover and strengthen the role of 
marimba music in the southern Pacific communities.  
In 2010, the Ministry of Culture nominated marimba music intangible cultural 
heritage, and specified a series of policies to guarantee its preservation, primarily the 
support of music schools.67 According to the Ministry resolution the purpose of the policy 
is to:  
Recuperate and strengthen the social function of marimba music and 
traditional songs of Colombian southern Pacific as an element of symbolic 
and material development through its knowledge, practice and enjoyment, 
from the valuation of one’s own culture as a manifestation of identity 
(translation by author). (Ministerio de Cultura de Colombia 2010)   
The program attempted to solve social and economic problems in what George 
Yúdice (Yúdice 2003) has called the “expediency of culture”; at the same time, it sought 
to impose traditional musics as a sign of Afro-Colombian identity. The Ministry 
implemented the program in 14 schools through out the southern Pacific training (up to 
2010) 1828 young musicians in traditional musics of the Pacific. 
The schools have influenced the communities but their activities are still marginal 
within the communities. When I visited Guapi in 2009, it took me a while to find the 
music school. Many people I asked did not know where the school was located, or the 
hours of operation (an attitude that I found strange in a small town). After a whole day of 
wondering around the town, I realized those who knew the most about the music school 
were the Guapireños involved with social movements and education, mostly 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
67 In 2009, the Ministry of Culture nominated marimba music as intangible cultural 
heritage of humanity before UNESCO. The organization accepted the nomination and 
declared marimba music of the southern pacific as intangible heritage in November 2010 




schoolteachers. Such was the case of Marino Grueso who was the director of the Casa de 
La Cultura de Guapi (Guapi’s house of Culture).68 Marino (interview by author, August 
19, 2009) explained to me that the traditional music school in Guapi began in 1997 with 
the economic support of the Ministry of Culture and Instituto Departamental de Bellas 
Artes del Valle (Departmental Institute of Fine arts of Valle). The first students were 
children in the fourth and fifth grades that learned how to play the music, construct the 
instruments, and teach others how to play it. Since then, the government has allocated 
many resources for the promotion of traditional music in Guapi. For example, with the 
support of Banco de la República (Colombian Central Bank), the Casa de La Cultura led 
several instrument construction workshops, and donated traditional and brass instruments 
to the school. 
For Marino the music school program has been very successful with young 
children. It began with eight students and after that the school has approximately 40 
permanent students. However, all the programs that have been targeted to promote 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
68 Casa de La Cultura is a governmental institution that operates in every town in 
Colombia. They serve as arts and crafts school, museums, galleries, cinemas, auditoriums 
etc.; nonetheless, the operation and maintenance and impact of these houses depends on 
the towns’ resources or who runs them. Under the guidance of Marino Grueso, the Casa 
de la Cultura of Guapi has carried out important programs for the community. Marino 
(interview by author, August 19, 2009) believes that “communities that do not read 
cannot progress.” For this reason since his appointment as the head of la Casa de La 
Cultura in 2004, Marino looked for governmental and NGO’s support to acquire books to 
built basic libraries in Guapi and its rural areas. He began traveling around region 
promoting reading and explaining to the different communities how they could use the 
books and libraries. These libraries are sets of basic books. Marino was able to get 24 
basic libraries for schools and four larger ones with a computer with Internet connection. 
Guapi’s government bought more books that went to the different schools. Later he was 
able to acquire seven mobile libraries for the rural regions. In 2008, the Ministry of 
Culture and Colombian newspaper El Tiempo recognized Marino as one of the ten most 
relevant figures in Culture in Colombia for promoting reading in his region. The music 




traditional music among adults have failed. As Marino points out:  “Old parrots do not 
learn to speak” (Marino Grueso, interview by author, August 19, 2009). It seems then that 
ethnicization strategies seem to work best during among young people, who, as I have 
shown, seem to be more open to shape and reshape their identities.   
The school gave the opportunity to all Guapireños to participate in traditional 
music performance. Before 1996, marimba music performance was an activity almost 
exclusive of a few families. This is the case of the Torres (Gualajo’s family), which has a 
lineage of singers and marimba players.69 Now members of other families participate in 
marimba performance, and there has been a consolidation of intergenerational groups, 
where old singers from musician’s families performed accompanied by the children in the 
school.  
Ferney “Laway” Segura was one of the first children to participate in the music 
school program. He joined when he was just 9 years old. When I talked to him he 
remembered that the infrastructure of the school was very precarious, and complained 
that in Guapi there is no support for culture (Ferney Segura, interview by author, August 
21, 2008). Besides teaching the children traditional music, his teacher wanted them to 
learn how to play congas and timbales; however, Laway remembers they just watched 
videos and looked at the instruments in magazines because there were no instruments 
besides traditional ones in town. In fact, he was able to play a drum kit for the first time 
several years later after he moved to Bogotá. Despite the little support and infrastructure 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
69 Members of the Torres family appear in a recording Norman E Whitten did in1967  the 
Pacific coast of Colombia and Ecuador. Various Artists Marino Grueso proposed to 
renovate the house of the Torres family so it would become the marimba museum and a 




to learn how to play music, Laway acknowledges that the school did generated a 
transformation within young people in Guapi: 
Young people in Guapi did not play a currulao because they were 
ashamed. They did not play a bombo or a marimba. They were ashamed 
that the girls would tell them: “Woooo that guy walks down the street with 
a bombo.” In other words, girls would not take you seriously to a guy who 
played traditional music. Thank God, we broke that culture those girls and 
the people of Guapi had! Now you go to Guapi and everybody wants to 
play bombo and marimba. That happened thanks to our formation. (Ferney 
Segura, interview by author, August 21, 2008) 
As I stated earlier, young people in Guapi neglected traditional music. The foreign 
music industry and the episteme of modernity had shaped their tastes. With the 
experience of Laway, we see how the strategies of the state to promote traditional music 
had an impact in the community. What we have here is the enactment of specific 
discourses about culture and music through the articulation of multiple networks. The 
collective action of these networks helps reshape musical tastes and therefore attachments 
to the world and ultimately identity (as I have also shown in the previous chapter). 
Another example of such networks is the music festivals.  
Founded in 1996, the “Petronio” is one of the multiple music festivals in 
Colombia. According to officials working in the ministry of culture, today there are about 
three hundred music festivals in the country. However, the government does not have an 
accurate statistic, or supports all of them. Many of the music festivals take place in 
isolated areas just with the support of the local community. For this reason, they happen 
once every few years. In some areas of the country, sometimes organizers need to cancel 
or postpone the festivals due to the armed conflict. In many regions, the government has 




“Petronio,” which sees the promotion of traditional Afro-Pacific music as an alternative 
to the violence Afro-Colombians experience in the Pacific region and in the marginal 
neighborhoods they inhabit in Cali (Birenbaum 2006).  
The “Petronio,” despite being called a festival on the music of the Pacific, only 
celebrates Afro-Pacific culture, excluding the music of several indigenous communities 
who also inhabit the region and several Afro-Pacific genres. In fact, the festival focuses 
on very specific genres and styles, especially those that would seem to have a commercial 
appeal. This approach is evident since the festival is named after Petronio Álvarez, an 
Afro-Colombian musician from the early 20th century, who became a landmark figure in 
the music of the Pacific coast after writing “Mi Buenaventura”, a song originally 
recorded by Peregoyo y su combo Vacana in the late 1960s, and popularized a few years 
later by Leonor Gonzalez Mina.   
The festival organization originally divided the performers into three categories. 
Chirimía:  a category that includes the different brass band ensembles from the northern 
Pacific region; however, in the past five years, more traditional chirimías, playing cane 
flutes, from the southern Pacific participate. Marimba: collects the ensembles from the 
lower Pacific. Libre (free): invites the musicians to incorporate non-traditional 
instruments and arrangements. The organization of the festival created this category to 
include all the bands of the region that in the late 1990s were performing fusions between 
salsa and currulao and chirimía following the steps of Grupo Bahía and Grupo Saboreo. 
In recent years, the number of hip-hop ensembles using traditional instruments has been 
increasing. Since the festival promotes difference, they welcome performers from 




in the libre category; nonetheless, in the past years, the number of Bogotanos 
participating in the marimba category has increased. In 2008, the festival organizers 
created a new category: violines Caucanos (violines from Cauca), to promote violin 
ensembles from the southern Pacific a “disappearing” music tradition.  
I first went to the festival in 2003 by suggestion of many members of La Mojarra 
Eléctrica. Since then, I have been there almost every year primarily conducting 
fieldwork. In all these years, the festival has maintained many of its original 
characteristics but it has also undergone major transformations. Primarily the festival 
attracts Afro-Colombian musicians from all over the Pacific region, who in many cases 
travel for many days to perform in the festival.70 The number of participating bands 
grows in general, and every year there are more ensembles of white-mixed musicians 
from Bogotá, Medellín, and Bucaramanga participate in the competition. The bands 
perform in front of an audience of thousands of people, which grows every year. The 
festival has already moved its location to larger stages that can of host the 18,000 
spectators. From an open-air theater, the festival moved to the bull-fighting ring, and later 
to the soccer stadium. In my first visits, most of the audience members were Afro-
Colombians form the Pacific who lived in Cali. Now the festival attracts many people 
form Bogotá and even Europe and the United States, as the Colombian government has 
promoted the Petronio as a tourist destination.71 Musicians, especially in the traditional 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
70 Marino Grueso (interview by author, August 19, 2009) told me that in Guapi, people 
look forward to participate in the festival, and since the creation of the music schools, 
many form ensembles to participate in the marimba and libre category. 
71 The festival organizers place musicians in cheap hotels in dangerous zones of the city. 
They have also struggled to find and maintain an appropriate space for holding the 
concerts. For many years, the festival took place in Teatro al Aire Libre Los Cristales 




categories have to adapt their looks and music for the stage. Most of them wear outdated 
costumes, which in many cases, could be traced back to slavery times. The music which 
has a communal character in the region, were audience interact with musicians, is 
arranged for the stage and for the three minute time limit each of the songs must have. 
Most of the ensembles try to keep the crowd dancing, so try to imbue their music with 
salsa and other popular danceable musics, or performing versions of popular songs.  
Many of the participants, especially those coming from the Pacific region do not 
like the changes in the festival. For example Marino (interview by author, August 19, 
2009) told me that many people in Guapi complain that many of the bands participating 
in the libre category perform music which they do not consider from the Pacific, so he 
questions if the festival preserves or blurs the definition of Afro-Pacific music. As the 
festival grows the interaction among musicians, and between them and audiences is 
scarcer. At the same time the creation of VIP sections for musicians, press, scholars, 
filmmakers, music producers and promoters, and hundreds of white Bogotanos and 
Caleños who gain access to it with no apparent reason have separated even further the 
Afro-Colombians from the stage. Therefore, many Afro-Pacific musicians complain that 
the festival is not about and for them anymore.72   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
and neighbors from the upper-middle class apartment complexes around the theater 
began complaining about the noise, the festival organizers moved the performances to the 
bullfighting ring were the audience access was limited and difficult. In 2011, Cali’s 
mayor relocated the festival to the soccer stadium despite the open opposition of the press 
and sports fans since the government had just renovated the building for the FIFA Sub-20 
World Cup. During the period of my fieldwork, it seemed like a large portion of Caleños 
did not know about the existence of the festival or its purpose. In Cali, like in many other 
cities in Colombia, events that gather more than 15 thousand people are not common, and 
usually receive a lot of media coverage. This was not the case for the “Petronio.”  
72 In the past years, it has been more evident that politicians are also using the festival as 




The “Petronio” was originally conceived to promote Afro-Pacific music and to 
among the Afro-Colombian communities. Nonetheless, it has had a major impact among 
the new Colombian music scene. Music festivals became an important destination during 
the early 2000s for the young Bogotanos with an increased interest in Afro-Colombian 
traditional musics. In the festivals, they had the chance to perform with and learn from 
traditional musicians. After repeated participations now they have established a 
reputation and long lasting relationships with musicians from different regions. In this 
sense, the festival has also helped Bogotanos shape their own identity. What is even more 
interesting is that despite the critique of certain sectors of Afro-Colombian communities 
towards the fusion bands from Bogotá, their work has helped to the promotion and 
valuation of traditional musics among some young Afro-Pacific musicians, as I will show 
in the next section. 
 
Embracing Afro-Pacific Music Through Fusion 
 
The strategies of the Colombian government and Afro-Colombian social 
movements to promote Afro-Pacific music as an element of black identities in the region 
were successful as many young Afro-Colombians began to embrace the traditional 
musics, which they had previously neglected. These strategies also expended to cities like 
Cali, and Bogotá were migrant Afro-Colombians created schools for their children. 
Nonetheless, these state strategies were not the only element that enabled the 
ethnicization of young Afro-Colombians. The emerging new Colombian music scene 
began to play a key role in the articulation of the identities of some of young back 




Peter Wade (2000) states that the state is not the only actor that models national 
identity through its hegemonic discourses. In fact, many of the music genres that are 
considered as national musics in the Americas, emerged in working class neighborhoods 
in large cities. Their popularization and importance had to do more with the emergence 
and development of media - radio recording industry, and later television - than with a 
specific interest of the state of a promoter of ethnic and cultural hegemony. This is the 
case of música tropical, which despite having its sources in traditional Afro-Colombian 
musics of the Caribbean region became the most popular music in the country during the 
second half of the 20th century.  
A few months after the gaita street jams began in the downtown Bogotá area in 
the 2000s, the young musicians began to get interested in the music of the Pacific through 
the influence of the Caleños who have had contact with Afro-Pacific music primarily 
through the work of Hugo Candelario (Jacobo Vélez, interview by author, August 29, 
2006). Originally, they got interested in chirimía since the brass band format of this 
ensemble fitted perfectly the skills of most of the horn players who has a background in 
jazz. At the same time, the sound of the chirimía shared many of the characteristics with 
the brass bands from the Caribbean region and some of the early música tropical 
recordings the young musicians in Bogotá were already studying or familiar with.73 Just 
as when they began learning how to play gaita, the young musicians used recordings as 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
73 In the early days, and even today, many casual listeners still consider the sound of La 




models to play from them; however, at the time there were very little chirimía recordings 
in circulation in Bogotá.74   
Most of them got in touch with marimba music from the fusions of Grupo Bahía 
or through live concerts of traditional musicians sponsored by the government or Afro-
Colombian social movements. Just as with the gaita music, the marimba generated on 
them a strong affective impression.75 Juan David Castaño, who would later be 
recognized, even by Afro-Pacific musicians as one of the best marimba players in Bogotá 
remembers he heard the marimba for the first time in a Gualajo concert in Bogotá:   
Gualajo came out and played the marimba alone for a while. For me that 
experience was a total spell. The only time I have had that kind of 
experience was when I heard the gaita for the first time. At the time, I 
wanted to go to Africa and learn how to play the balafon. Then I said: 
“What the heck, this guy lives right here.” Then the rest of the band came 
out and it was a very powerful experience. (Juan David Castaño, interview 
by author, June 16, 2009) 
Juan David as many other decided then to study marimba; however, this was not 
an easy task, since currulao has a 6/8 rhythmic pattern which made it very complicated 
for the young percussionists. On this respect Juan David says:  “We studied over a year, 
non-stop, neurotically. Besides being hard to play, we did not understand the rhythmic 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
74 I remember the first chirimía music I added to my record collection came from a 
burned CD Tomás Correa (percussionist of La Mojarra Eléctrica) gave me. It included 
some songs by renowned chirimías from Chocó: El Negro y su Elite, La Contundencia, 
and Tanguí. Many of my interlocutors and interviewees like Urián Sarmiento (interview 
by author, June 9, 2009), and Jorge Sepulveda (interview by author, July 7, 2009) 
remember they got the same recordings from Tomás. Years later some of them like 
Mateo Molano and Lucho Gaita will travel to Chocó and learn from chirimía musicians 
like El Negro Cecilio (from El Negro y su Elite) and Leonidas Valencia (from La 
Contundencia). 
75 Many people in the Pacific region talk about “El embrujo de la marimba” (The 




pattern at all; we were not able to play it. At the beginning it was very frustrating, trying 
and trying and not advancing even a bit” (Juan, David Castaño interview by author, June 
16, 2009). For this reason, just as they had done with musics from the Caribbean region, 
Juan David and his peers began to look for traditional musicians from the Pacific. Since 
migration of Afro-Colombians from the Pacific to Bogotá was not common during those 
days, the Festival de Música del Pacífico became the first destination.   
In August of 2001, the street musicians organized a band that they called 
Bambara Urbana to participate at the “Petronio.” This would be the first visit of many 
visits to the festival with different ensembles. Jorge Sepulveda (interview with author, 
July 7, 2009) and Alejandro Montaña (interview with author, July 7, 2009) remember the 
band sounded very bad since they had very little experience performing Afro-Pacific 
music, and for this reason they had to look for Afro-Colombian musicians who would 
help them. They got in touch with Jair Torres, ‘Gualajo’s’ son and Esteban Copete, 
Petronio Alvarez’s grandson. Despite being from a family with musical lineage, these 
two musicians had been trained in the traditional music schools in Guapi and Cali 
respectively. This would be the first of several associations with young Afro-Colombians. 
With the support of the Afro-Colombian Bambara Urbana won the libre category award 
that year and the opportunity to represent Colombia in an African Diaspora music 
Festival in Esmeraldas Ecuador. After the trip to Ecuador, Bambara Urbana changed its 
name to La Mojarra Eléctrica.   
Besides having trouble with marimba players, the band in Bogotá could not find 
singers that suited their expectations. In fact, Alejandro Montaña, percussionist of La 




good singers” (Alejandro Montaña, interview with author, July 7, 2009) For a reason they 
had to look for a singer in Cali that could join them in their trip to Ecuador. Through 
recommendation of different friend, they found Victor Hugo, who had moved to Cali 
trying to make a living as a balada singer.  
Victor Hugo who had neglected traditional Afro-Pacific music in his hometown, 
had began to appreciate it when he moved to Cali in the late 1990s and found a job 
performing alongside Julián y su Combo at La Cevicheria Guapi (Guapi Fish Market).76 
Every Sunday, the band performed at the fish market playing salsa, Cuban son, bolero, 
and some arrangements of Afro-Pacific music. Some of the musicians that played with 
Julian also participated in Grupo Bahía. Victor Hugo said that this were just the first 
steps for his involvement with the music from his region of origin.   
In the case of Victor Hugo we see once again that ones musical taste is shaped by 
others. In this case, it was not the state and its strategies to construct a black subject, like 
the music schools, but a group of musicians who looked at traditional musics just as one 
of the multiple sources of their work. However, in Victor Hugo’s case, we can see how 
this determinants are further complicated. He says that his work with Grupo Bahía and 
Julián began to awaken his interest in traditional music that he “had slept inside of him” 
(Victor Hugo Rodriguez, interview by author, August 26, 2009); nonetheless, it was fully 
awaken when he met the members of La Mojarra Eléctrica. After performing with them 
in the festival in Esmeraldas and large venues and theaters in Bogotá, he began to realize 
that Afro-Pacific music was rich and had a space outside the elder celebrations in Guapi.   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  




This was also the case of Marlen Obregón, who also began to embrace Afro-
Pacific music through her contact with La Mojarra Eléctrica. She had moved from Guapi 
to Bogotá in 1999 to study dentistry and later accounting. Victor Hugo invited her to one 
of the concerts of the band and soon she became one more of the troupe of fans that 
followed the band around the bars in downtown Bogotá. She describes her experience of 
the music from the band in affective terms: 
The music of Mojarra was devilish, but it filled me with joy. I could not 
stand still. I would say myself: “What is this? I have never heard 
something like it! What is this? I have no idea, but I love it!” Then each of 
them would begin playing a solo and I would say: “This is great!” I felt 
passionate for that music. I still do not understand what it did to me, but it 
affected me a lot. (Marlen Obregón, interview by author, August 22, 2008) 
This is just another example of unstructured musical affect:  “That isolated chance 
event which moves on to the continuity of an interest” (Hennion 2007a:134). Of course, 
Marlen found a resemblance of the traditional music of her hometown on Mojarras’s 
music. In her own words:  “I found a connection with the music of the Pacific, not in a 
purist sense, but there was one” (Marlen Obregón, interview by author, August 22, 2008). 
Affects can lead to what Foucault (1992) has called the “techniques of the self” as a way 
of transforming themselves according to certain aesthetic values and stylistic criteria. 
Marlen began to embrace the traditional music of her region. What is interesting is that 
she began to do it through recordings of cantadoras and marimba musicians that the 
Mojarros began to give her.   
We see then how multiple networks begin to overlap articulating Marlen and 
Victor Hugo’s identity. They have first modeled their identity through their use of 




Colombian music performers. However, the fusions performed by these musicians from 
Bogotá were in part possible to the strategies carried out by the Colombian government to 
promote Afro-Pacific culture within the communities in the region because of the 
modernization of the state and changing racial politics in Colombia.  
It would be naive to believe that this is the only articulation of their identity that 
the involvement with the new Colombian music scene brought to these young Afro-
Colombians. In the second chapter I showed how the young Bogotanos had engaged with 
rock and jazz while they were growing up primarily through mass media and the limited 
circulation of recordings, Marlen and Victor Hugo began to embrace these genres first 
through the mediation of the young Bogotanos, and later with direct contact with the 
recordings. Marlen for example made it part of herself: 
I used to listen to romantic salsa and mostly balada, but now I need to 
listen to jazz, soul, or I do not feel myself. Sometimes, I listen to one or 
two balada songs so I do not completely disregard what I listened before. 
However, it does not fulfill me as the music I listen to now, that music 
makes part of myself (Marlen Obregón, interview by author, August 22, 
2008).  
We see how Marlen then articulates (also in speech) her identity. She accepts 
balada as part of herself, just as jazz and soul. We also have to take into account her 
engagement with Afro-Pacific music. We see then how identity is also decentered, 
fragmented, and multiple. Identity construction gains a dynamic character based on 
practice such as music taste, and previous life experiences. In this sense, we can see that 
ethnic identity is far from being a transcendental immutable entity (Restrepo 2004). 




After performing for several years with La Mojarra Eléctrica, Victor Hugo 
wanted to start his own musical project. Since he had moved to Bogotá in 2001, he had 
engaged with the PCN and had become interested in the struggles of Afro-Colombians 
and the importance developing an ethnic identity.77 Nonetheless, after performing with 
the Mojarros, he thought that fusion, instead of traditional music, was a more effective 
way to reassert his ethnic identity.  
Victor Hugo says that hanging out with the Mojarros who were always listening 
to jazz he learned how to appreciate the music; however, he never really understood it or 
embraced it: 
For me Mojarra’s sound was very strange, especially to the strong jazz 
influence they had. When I began to understand it as diversity, as one of 
the many forms in which you can make music, I understood it enriched 
Afro-Pacific music. However, it was a long process to assimilate it. When 
I understood that it was difference, in the good sense of the word, I 
understood it was and asset. (Victor Hugo Rodriguez, interview by author, 
August 26, 2009) 
Victor Hugo’s reaction was not unique, as Lucho pointed out in the introduction 
of chapter two, the reception of Afro-Colombians to the music of La Mojarra Eléctrica at 
the Festival de Música del Pacífico, has never been entirely positive. This is the case for 
many other bands coming from Bogotá. As I have already mentioned this reaction has to 
do one hand that the performers are “white”; however, it is also related to the fact that 
Afro-Colombians spectators in the festival find the music of these ensembles strange. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
77 The PCN Proceso de Comunidades Negras (Black Communities Process) is the non-
governmental organization that conglomerates the multiple Afro-Colombian social 




Those “white” bands that perform with arrangements closer to salsa or música tropical 
arrangements usually get cheers from the crowd.   
Victor Hugo opted to create a fusion which would seem closer what he felt 
represented his home town, he searched to create a “Guapireño sound.” This meant 
taking Afro-Pacific traditional musics and creating a fusion with balada and soul, leaving 
the jazz elements that Bogotano bands used aside. We see in this case how music users, 
as Hennion (2007b) points out, are able to recognize those social determinisms of their 
taste, and be able to model it selecting the ones they prefer. This was the case of many 
other Afro-Colombian musicians that engaged with new Colombian music. Nonetheless, 
they opted to work on their own fusions according to their musical tastes.  
This is the case of Laway, who left Guapi to perform in Victor Hugo’s band 
Tangaré. Laway was one of the first students in the traditional music school in Guapi. 
Once he reached Bogotá he began to play in several New Music Ensembles since he is a 
gifted percussionist. Just as Victor Hugo, when he got the chance to lead his musical own 
musical project, Afrotumbao, he focused on those musics that had influenced him while 
growing up in Guapi, reggaeton, timba and hip-hop. There are other examples of this 
differential aesthetics: Ancestros from Cali, led by Esteban Copete, who also performed 
with La Mojarra Eléctrica for many years, and hip-hop band ChocQuibTown.   
Victor Hugo summarizes the impact that new Colombian music had in the 
revaluation of traditional Afro-Pacific musics by young Afro-Colombians:   
I believe that I participate in a revolution because what was called “black 
people music” now is performed in important auditoriums. The 
constitution of 1991 accepted multiculturalism; however, we need to 
construct it. I believe this is a movement that began with people who were 




been a process of reeducation. (Victor Hugo Rodriguez, interview by 
author, August 26, 2009) 
Conclusion 
 
In this chapter, we see the role of discourses play in the articulation of identity 
through music. The discourses about Afro-Pacific music have been historically linked to 
the discourses about race and ethnicity in Colombia. When these discourses changed 
according state modernization policies and the politics of multiculturalism in the 1990s, 
the Colombian state created a series of polices which articulated several networks to 
create black communities as political subjects. These policies promoted traditional 
musical practices Afro-Colombian communities neglected for several decades as they 
adopted North American and Afro-Caribbean music genres. Through music festivals and 
schools, young Afro-Colombians from the Pacific region articulated traditional musics 
into their identity. Not just the networks deployed by the government and Afro-
Colombian social movements were the unique cause of the articulation of Afro-Pacific 
music into young Afro-Colombian identities. Through associations with new Colombian 
music, many of these young musicians were able to articulate their ethnic identity based 
on the performance of fusions and traditional music, through their own musical tastes.  





Chapter 5: Conclusions 
	  
	  
The Emergence of New Colombian Music 
	  
This dissertation has investigated identity formation through music among 
contemporary Colombian musicians by studying the emergence of the new Colombian 
music scene in Bogotá during the early 2000s. New Colombian music is the term used by 
press and musicians to describe heterogeneous music fusions that incorporate elements of 
musics historically associated with Afro-Colombian communities, such as cumbia and 
currulao, and of North American popular music genres such as rock, jazz, hip-hop, and 
electronica. Many young Colombians see experimentation with traditional musics from 
different regions of the country as a new phenomenon; nonetheless, throughout the 20th 
century, many musicians and record producers have used traditional local musics as a 
creative source to produce several popular and experimental music genres. In fact, 
musicians, press, and promoters for music festivals have used the tern “new Colombian 
music” since the 1960s to name several practices of experimentation with traditional 
music (Ochoa and Botero 2008). In the past decade, the term has gained wider 
recognition among different audiences, as these new fusions have become the distinctive 
sound of young multicultural Colombia both domestically and internationally. This 
dissertation traced the live stories and the multiple processes through which young 
Colombians in Bogotá and the marginal Pacific region of Colombia came into contact, 
appropriated, and transformed different musical genres through out their childhood and 




considering the materiality, modes of circulation, and processes of appropriation of music 
in the articulation of difference and therefore identity; at the same time, it gives and 
insight into the history of the early years of new Colombian music. 
The current version of new Colombian music is not a new stage on a historical 
progression of the experimentation with traditional music in Colombia. When these new 
fusions emerged in the early 2000s, they had only partial connections to previous 
experiences. Consequently, this dissertation considered new Colombian music as the 
result of several nonlinear political, economic, and social processes throughout the 20th 
century and the early 2000s. All of these processes connected and mutually influenced 
each other producing new social and political formations and sensibilities. To explain 
how these different processes interrelate I used the concept of network from the 
perspective of actor-network (Latour 2005, Law1999) and assemblage (De Landa 2006) 
theory. These theories propose a flat ontology in which multiple heterogeneous organic 
and inorganic entities of different constituencies constitute reality as they establish 
associations among each other generating a web of relations whose properties cannot be 
reduced to any of its components. Throughout the dissertation, I traced the multiple 
connections between different actors (instruments, recordings, musicians, and 
institutions) that enabled the circulation of music through distinct geographical locations 
and its mediation.  
In Colombia, the rugged topography divides the country into five distinct regions 
that Colombians have historically understood as having distinct cultures and ethnicities. 
Within this perspective, elites and their hegemonic discourses have portrayed the 




Consequently, the state has historically marginalized these regions from its economic and 
political projects, despite the fact that the Caribbean was the gate of Colombia to the 
world and the point of entrance of modernity, and that the Pacific holds innumerable 
recourses. At the same time, since the late 19th century, Colombian elites promoted the 
idea of a homogeneous mestizo (racially mixed) nation that attempted to render invisible 
Afro-Colombian and indigenous communities and their cultures (Wade 1993). 
Contact between inhabitants of the different Colombian regions and the exposure 
to their culture has increasingly intensified during the last forty years due to several 
processes. First, the lack of opportunities in rural areas and the industrialization of cities 
led to the growth of migration and urban centers. In recent years, the escalation of the 
violent internal conflict has intensified the movement of people between regions and into 
capital cities transforming the demographics of the country (Ibañez 2008). For example, 
the presence of Afro-Colombians from the Caribbean and Pacific regions has increased in 
Bogotá notably since the 1990s (Silva 2006). Second, since the 1990s the Colombian 
state has sought to “modernize” itself by attempting promote political participation of 
historically excluded communities (Escobar 2008). Third, the consolidation of the local 
music industry in the 1940s enabled the commodification of Colombian musics and 
intensified their circulation and distribution within and outside the country (Ochoa 1998, 
Wade 2000). Fourth, since the 1990s, the North-American and European music markets 
have commercialized non-Western sounds under the commercial category of “world 
music” recasting local sounds in their places of origin; at the same time, it was the 
opportunity for musicians from Asia, Africa, and Latin America to participate in the 




movement in the global music industry. Due to all these processes, people in urban 
centers in Colombia have, more than ever, been exposed to other Colombian cultural 
expressions and sensibilities that hegemonic political and economic projects had 
historically constructed as radically different and inferior to the ones of the Andean 
region. However, the government still neglect Afro-Colombian and indigenous 
communities and their problems as most of their social and economic problems remain 
unaddressed  
In the third and fourth chapters I showed that young mestizo musicians who grew 
up in Bogotá were able to interact with traditional musicians and other young people 
from rural areas in the Pacific and Caribbean regions when these Afro-Colombian people 
moved to the capital city seeking better work conditions and opportunities. Through 
them, the Bogotanos were able to learn how to perform traditional musics and established 
connections with more musicians in rural areas. Private and governmental cultural 
policies that promoted Afro-Colombian musics also propitiated the contact between 
urban and rural musicians. Individual promoters and governmental institutions organized 
concerts in multiple venues around Bogotá. The first ones attempted to promote 
traditional musicians that could participate in the “world music” market; the second, 
followed the mandate of the 1991 constitution, which recognized Colombia as a 
pluriethnic and multicultural nation.  
The promotion of traditional musics became a means for the state to incorporate 
into the newly recognized heterogeneous national project communities historically 
excluded from the national imaginary. Music festivals in different regions became a 




promotion of music (Ochoa 2003b). This is the case of the festival of music from the 
Pacific. The festival enables a two way process in which Afro-Pacific communities 
reassert and celebrate their music while mestizo musicians appropriate and transform it.  
After their first contacts and associations with traditional musicians in Bogotá, a 
group of young Bogotanos began to travel to the Caribbean and Pacific regions, primarily 
to music festivals to further study traditional musics. In the case of the Pacific, the trips of 
Bogotanos to towns like Guapi and to the music from the Pacific festival prompted Afro-
Colombian youth to embrace their communities’ musical traditions that they had ignored 
through most of their lives. At the same time, the government and Afro-Colombian social 
movements promoted the creation of traditional music schools along the coast in an 
attempt to create a black political subject and identity.  
 Throughout the second half of the 20th century, the Colombian music industry 
played a crucial role in the circulation of musics from the Caribbean region to urban 
centers in the interior of the country and the coasts. Since the 1940s, música tropical a 
stylized orchestral version of several Afro-Colombian musics from the Caribbean coast 
became the most popular genre in the country (Wade 2000). On one hand, these musics 
became the paradigm of popular music in Colombia, obscuring other local musics. On the 
other, people interested in foreign musical genres such as salsa and rock considered 
música tropical to be bad taste. In recent years, new Colombian musicians have been 
recasting the sounds of música tropical through sampling and recording techniques in 
tandem with DJs and producers in Europe and the United States; however, these music 
collaborations and reassessments needs further exploration. Since the 1990s, vallenato 




incorporated elements of other Colombian Caribbean region such as gaita, likewise rock 
bands and jazz musicians began to look into traditional musics as a means to create a 
local sound and participate in the global music market.  
The diversification of the North American and European music markets with the 
creation of the commercial category of “world music” also intensified the circulation of 
traditional Afro-Colombian music inside Colombia. The work of cantadoras such as Toto 
la Momposina and Petrona Martinez gained some notoriety in Colombian cities as 
European labels recorded and distributed their music. Urban youths began to 
acknowledge and recognize these musics because foreigners validated them. The 
emergence of the “world music” market also promoted the conditions for young 
Colombians to participate in the global music market by performing Colombian musics.  
In the past five years, many new Colombian music bands have begun to tour the 
word and sell their music in North American and European markets. Studying the impact 
of international touring has in the scene and musicians’ identity is another in which this 
project could expand. As musicians tour and gain recognition outside Colombia, their 
reception inside the country changes. At the same time, the bands adapt their music for 
foreign audiences and modify their discourse about it.   
One of the main aims of this study was to break the homology between identity 
and music set up by identity politics, which often align a group of people with specific 
musics. For this reason, I focused in the circulation of non-Colombian musics in urban 
and rural areas of the country. In the 20th century, Colombians have received several 
Latin, North American, European, and African musics through mass media, circulating 




and regarded them as their own. In chapter 2, I looked at the circulation and consumption 
of rock and jazz among young people in Bogotá during the 1980s and 1990s. In the 
fourth chapter, I focused in the reception of musics like salsa, hip-hop, and balada in the 
Pacific region. Even though this region is isolated geographically and marginal to the rest 
of Colombia, it still connects to the world through multiple networks. In both cases, I 
showed how these foreign musics circulated through recordings, cinema, radio, touring 
musicians, or Colombians who traveled to other places in the world. In Bogotá and the 
Pacific region, music listeners began to identify with foreign musics downgrading and 
obscuring local music genres by regarding them as old and simple. In recent years, young 
Colombians have revalorized those traditional local musics giving rise to new Colombian 
musics after multiple networks that enabled the circulation and appropriation of local and 
foreign music overlapped during the late 1990s and early 2000s.  
Instead of looking at music as the representation of a specific pre-existing identity 
or social and cultural processes, I looked at the types of interactions between people and 
musical objects that lead to the formation of musical styles and personal and collective 
identities. Following the perspectives of Georgina Born (2011) and Antoine Hennion 
(1997) this work considered music as an infinite series of multiple mediations dispersed 
in a network of various, heterogeneous, and scattered material objects: sonic trace, scores, 
instruments, musicians, texts, and embodied performance. Each of these networks traces 
a different musical genre or style. For this reason, as showed in the second chapter, music 
genres like rock and jazz can be simultaneously local and global with their own 




researchers, musicians, recordings and texts produced multiple versions of Colombian 
local musics.  
Thinking about music in material terms leads one to consider it beyond its 
symbolic and representational character. For this reason, following non-representational 
theory (Thrift 2008), this dissertation focused on the sensuous capacities of musical 
objects. In other words, it considered affect and its role in music reception and the 
constitution of the self and different social formations and their continuity. Positive and 
negative affects lead to the selection and rejection of different aesthetic objects; therefore, 
affect is closely related to taste as a way of articulating difference by selecting specific 
objects. In this dissertation, I do not consider musical taste as a representation of social 
differences but as a reflective corporeal practice (Hennion 2001; 2007a; 2007b). 
Throughout the work, I considered different ways to understand musical affect 
and taste in terms of the materiality of music. In chapter 2, I studied affect as a 
disposition towards objects that circulates along with the objects themselves. In this 
sense, I showed how circulating recordings with positive affective value among friends in 
Bogotá enabled the circulation of rock, jazz, and later Colombian music and its validation 
as “good” music. At the same time, the circulation of these recordings shows that taste is 
constituted collectively as individuals pass musical objects around and teach the 
dispositions to appreciate them.  
The interviews in chapters 3 and 4 show that many musicians expressed a special 
disposition towards musical objects in the moment they got interested in specific musics 
especially Afro-Colombian musics and jazz. Musics like gaita and marimba, which many 




lives after the musicians attended a concert or listened to a specific recording. In many 
cases, they described epiphanies, which served as a driving force to transform 
themselves. Most importantly, as many of this musicians shared similar affective 
experiences with different musics they came together to perform them. While first  
identifying themselves as rockers, and later jazz men and women, these musicians turned 
into new Colombian musicians through a series of aesthetic choises.  
This dissertation has shown that identity formation is possible through a series 
everyday of practices that enable the connection of individuals to a manifold of networks. 
The associations of heterogeneous components that interact with each in different ways at 
different times and locations constitute these networks. In this sense identities are 
continuously being constituted and rearticulated not just by language but by every day 
practices and an the engagement with people and material entities. The evidence from 
this study suggests that in the midst of the 21st century in Colombia the interaction of 
different networks modify the forms of belonging. Some of these networks were 
constituted recently while others have been in constant rearticulation since the mid-20th 
century. As the new Colombian music scene consolidates, develops and transforms it 
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